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Editorial
"In writing," observed John Steinbeck, "perhaps we hope to achieve
companionship. What some people find in religion, a writer may find in
his craft or whatever it is,-absorption of the small and frightened and
lonely into the whole and complete, a kind of breaking through to glory."
Certainly Steinbeck achieved that glory of completeness in The Grapes of
Wrath, the novel that most think his best, his most impassioned plea for
the worth of the human spirit.
During the novel's 50th anniversary year, there have appeared more
than 75 laudatory articles and reviews of both the new Grapes edition and
the journal Steinbeck kept while writing the book. Almost without exception these articles acknowledge the "staying power" of this novel. Fully
half mention its relevance today, when droughts bankrupt midwestern
farms, when homeless wander the streets of major U.S. cities, and when
the problems of migratory laborers mirror those of Steinbeck's Joads.
Undoubtedly it is a classic, that most vaguely defined term, because it captures the spirit of what one Alabama woman declared were "my people;'
what a Russian woman told me were "the world's struggling masses,"
what a woman listening to a Steinbeck address this year announced were
"the poor but mighty," and what Cesar Chavez championed in the
migrant workers and their plight.
Held at San Jose State University in March, 1989, the 50th anniversary
conference on The Grapes of Wrath celebrated this broad appeal. As the
essays in this collection demonstrate, Steinbeck's novel reverberates
widely. It provokes comparisons with artists and musicians of the period,
partakes of revisionist histories of the 1930s, demands new and more
probing investigations of the novel's artistry, all the while withstanding
attempts at critical depreciation.
All of these essays are published here for the first time, and such fresh
treatments of the book from both established and young critics provide a
fitting coda to this year when so many new books on Steinbeck and his
work have appeared. Although the essays herein represent roughly half
of the presentations at the conference-space limitations preventing
publication of the full proceedings-they are representative of the high
quality of all papers. Among my regrets is that the widely praised panel
discussions on today's migratory labor problems could not have been
transcribed for this issue; these, like other presentations not published
elsewhere, will remain vivid in the minds of the audience.
-Susan Shillinglaw
Guest Editor
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Thomas Hart Benton's
Illustrations for
The Grapes of Wrath

Henry Adams
A number of the works referred to in Adams's essay may be found as illus trations throughout this special issue.-The Editors

THoMAS Hart Benton and John Steinbeck both hit the ir artistic peak

.1. in

the 1930s. As twin tough-minded reporters of the American
scene, they each saw the world in large, bold forms, with powerful contrasts of light and dark, good and evil. They vividly recorded social
injustice, while at the same time trying to steer clear of propaganda and
political slogans. Both enjoyed shocking their audiences and challenging
the prudish mores of American society. Steinbeck jarred the readers of
his time with the nursing scene at the conclusion of The Grapes of Wrath,
and Benton ignited a political firestorm when he included-on a wall in
the Missouri State Capitol-a woman changing a baby's diaper. 1
Despite the affinities between them, the work of the two came toge ther
only once, when Benton produced a series of illustrations for Steinbeck's
The Grapes of Wrath. Shortly afterward, the art critic Thomas Craven
praised the result as an ideal marriage of artistic talents:
It was inevitable that Thomas Hart Benton should have been

named to illustrate The Grapes of Wrath. By temperament,
6

training, and experience, he is the man for the job, and this
alliance between artist and author is one of the happiest and
wisest that has been effected in the annals of American illustration.2
To be sure, Craven was hardly an impartial witness, for he had been
Benton's roommate in New York for more than a decade and always
wrote of his friend's work in a flattering manner. In this case, however,
Craven's words of praise are largely justified.
For one thing, Benton knew firsthand the sort of people who appear in
The Grapes of Wrath; he had grown up in Neosho, MissourL in the southwest corner of the state, only about 40 miles from Salislaw, Oklahoma,
where the Joads began their journey. As Craven states, in an introductory note to the volume:
Benton knew the Joads and their fellows long before Steinbeck named them and set them in motion on a specific
journey.... It isn't too presumptuous to say that he might
have illustrated the whole story from his notebookscertainly he could have created the prevailing mood and the
background for the action. 3
In addition, as one deeply interested in leftist political ideas, Benton was
attuned to the social message of Steinbeck's story. While Benton sometimes posed as a midwestern conservative, he was fundamentally a social
radicaL who constantly pushed his art into the arena of political
controversy.
Benton's art of the 1930s looks like the product of an engagingly simple
intellect; at times it even seems crude and naive. But this appearance is
deceptive. Benton was an intellectual sophisticate who pretended to be
naive, a manipulator of form who pretended to be just a recorder of what
he saw. In actual fact, Benton possessed a remarkably shrewd and welleducated mind, had studied art in New York and Paris, and was well
acquainted with the most adventurous art movements of his time.
Until the age of 35, Benton was an unabashed Modernist. He exhibited
his bold abstractions in the Forum Exhibition, the first show of the work
of modernist American artists; and he was a charter member of various
short-lived artists' groups, such as Modern Art Incorporated. His roommate, Thomas Craven, wrote vindications of Picasso and Matisse; and
Benton also proved his ability as a theorist when he published a series of
articles on "The Mechanics of Form Organization:' This sophisticated,
intellectually complex presentation laid out in some detail how to design
an abstract painting and greatly influenced Benton's young student,
Jackson Pollock. 4
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Bill Ganzel, Florence Thompson and her daughters [Norma Rydlewski (in front),
Katherine Mcintosh, and Ruby Sprague, at Norma's House) , Modesto, California, June, 1979.
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Slum, illustration for Leo Huberman, We, the People, New York, 1932.

Something about this artistic course dissatisfied Benton, however, and
in 1924 a dra matic event in his personal life shocked him into a change of
direction. In that yea r his father, a Missouri politician who had served
four terms in the United States Congress, developed a terminal case of
throat cancer. Although Benton had been completely estranged from his
father for more than a d ecade, he went back to Springfield, Missouri, to be
near him at the e nd. There, at his father's deathbed, the two forged a
reconciliation. For about two months Benton sat with his father,
exchanging reminiscences and meeting with his Dad's old political
cronies, who dropped in one by one to do the same. For the first time in
years, Benton thought back to the Missouri of his childhood, to political
tours h e had made with his father into backwoods towns, and to the
friendship that had formerly existed between them.
This final leave-taking with his father and this revived contact with the
world of his childhood experiences changed the course of Benton's art.
When h e returned to the East Coast, he began to realize that h e could no
longer remain simply' an abstractionist. Restlessness overpowered him,
as did a compelling desire to explore h is roots: in 1926 h e set off on the
first of a series of long sketching trips across the United States. During
these trips Benton set no itinerary, made no plans, and did not tell his
family w here he was; his wife Rita sometimes went for months w ithout
hearing from him. Sometimes he carried nothing more than a knapsack
and a sketchbook, walking on foot until so me passer-by offered a ride.
Benton made the most extensive of those trips in 1928. While roaming
over 6,000 miles, he made hundreds of sketches which recorded the steel
mills of Pittsburgh, the lumber camps and mines of West Virginia, the
cotton fields of Georgia, the steamboats of the Mississippi, the
I
boomtowns of West Texas, and the cowboys of New Mexico. Two years
later he assembled all these scenes into an ambitious mural cycle for The
10

New School for Social Research in New York, a jam-packed representation that he titled America Today. These murals combined the bold, jarring
forms of modernist painting with a powerful undercurrent of social
criticism. They made Benton famous. Although Benton himself never
worked for the federal government (he refused to work under a supervising committee), his work established the chief model for the WPA
mural program of the 1930s. s
In 1932, not long after he completed his murals for The New School,
Benton produced a series of illustrations for a Marxist history of the
United States, We, the People, written by his friend Leo Huberman. These
illustrations closely resemble his later lithographs for The Grapes of Wrath,
both in their similar technique and their format of horizontal chapter
headings and full-page drawings. 6
Most of Benton's designs for We, the People were directly based on his
travel drawings of 1928. But rather than reproducing the scratchy surface
of his original sketches, which were executed in a combined technique of
pencil, pen-and-ink, and wash, Benton redrew them with a lithographic
crayon, producing an effect reminiscent of the lithographs by leftist artists
in the socialist magazine, The Masses. Benton's heavy-handed contrasts of
light and dark, the bold simplicity of his renderings of slums and stooped
workers, directly complement and reinforce the Marxist zeal of Huberman's text.
Huberman's history explores the continual conflict between capitalists
and workmen for ownership and control. It focuses particularly on the
development of distinct regions in the United States, each of which
developed a unique social pattern ultimately based on economic factors.
Benton's drawings vividly record the regional economies that Huberman describes. Like a reporter on a newsbeat, he records the characteristic features of the East, the racially-divided South, and the Far West.
And he also portrays the effects of unequally distributed wealth; several
show broken-down workers who shuffle through smoky factory towns
and the dreary slums of American cities.
That Benton's travel drawings were used to illustrate Huberman's
account reveals a point that has been largely overlooked in scholarship
on Benton: these images function perfectly as illustrations of Marxist
social theory. Since many of the designs relate directly to major paintings
by Benton, it follows that the paintings as well serve to illustrate Marxist
ideas. We, the People, in fact, serves well as a guidebook to the social
messages that underlie Benton's paintings of the early 1930s. Benton later
confessed that when he made the drawings he felt /lin intellectual
sympathy'' with Huberman's viewpoint. 7
By the time Benton produced his illustrations for The Grapes of Wrath,
however, the Marxist thrust of his art had been deflected by his
deepening distrust of political dogma. For one thing, Benton's murals for
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the Whitney museum, depicting "The Arts of Life in America," were
bitterly criticized by leftist groups. It was all right for Benton to depict
poor blacks picking cotton, thus demonstrating their socially exploited
role; but to show these same people enjoying themselves, singing gospel
songs or shooting craps, was seen as definitive proof of a reactionary
political viewpoint. When Benton gave a lecture about his mural at the
John Reed Club, a communist gathering place in New York, an agitated
party member threw a chair at him.
Moreover, Benton's paintings, for all their social criticism, brought him
a good income-despite the adverse effects of the Depression. In 1934 his
role as the most prominent American artist was clinched when his selfportrait was reproduced on the cover of Time magazine, a place previously reserved for statesmen and financiers: it was the first time an artist
had been so featured. Benton's prosperity began to contradict his rugged
self-image as a workman in checked flannel shirt and blue jeans, and his
desire to promote and market his art began to conflict with his social
ideals.
One of the sources of Benton's new prosperity was the Associated
American Artists, headed by Reeves Lewenthal, which Benton joined in
1934. This establishment issued prints by contemporary artists, but in
contrast to previous ventures of its type, it did not cater to the social elite.
Lewenthal printed larger editions than had been customary before and
consequently was able to sell his prints for bargain basement pricesinitially, a mere five dollars a print. He advertised his wares in popular
magazines and sold them by mail order and in department stores. Thus,
Lewenthal both made art more easily available to the middle class and
provided a new source of income for artists. 8
The success of The Associated American Artists probably encouraged
George Macy to embark on a similar venture in the form of a "Limited
Editions Club:' Like the prints of the Associated American Artists, Macy' s
books were ~~limited" but priced affordably and sold mostly by mail
order. In December, 1938, Macy announced that he had commissioned
illustrations from five painters of the American scene: John Steuart
Curry, Reginald Marsh, Henry Varnum Poor, Grant Wood, and Thomas
Hart Benton. 9
Macy's venture induced Benton to take up what amounted to virtually
a second career as an illustrator. Aside from We, the People, Benton had
done little illustrating before 1939. After that year, in the space of hardly
more than a decade, Benton produced several hundred illustrations,
most of them for projects sponsored by George Macy. These book
decorations provided Benton with an important source of income. They
also, however, removed him somewhat from the broad working-class
audience he had once sought We, the People had been a cheap, massmarket book, designed to be used as a high school textbook. Benton's
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Strike, illustration for Leo Huberman, We, the People, New York, 1932.

subsequent illustrations were nearly all for compa ratively expensive
limited editions. They a ppealed to collectors, not to the poor or lower
middle-class. Unlike mural paintings in public places, they were not
accessible to everyone.
The Grapes of Wrath was Benton's second project for The Limited
Editions Club; it immediately followed his group of illustrations for Tom
Sawyer, w hich he completed in 1939. Public interest in Steinbeck was at
its h e ight, for The Grapes of Wrath received the Pulitzer prize in 1940, the
same year that the Benton edition of the novel appeared.
With his characteristic e ne rgy, Bento n produced 61 drawings for Ste inbeck's book, u sing a two-color process of lithography. Rather than using a
stone, h e drew on zinc plates, so that the illustrations could be printed
simultaneously with the letterpress. The general effect of the book recalls
the crayon drawings for We, th e People, although the use of lithography
rather than offset made possible a d ee per and richer manipulation of dark
tones. Perhaps the most vivid drawings in the book are the portrait
studies of the main characters. Each of these was based on a head in clay
that Benton m odeled beforehand. His clay model of the h ead of Tom ]oad
still rests in a corner of his studio in Kansas City.
Benton's drawings for The Grapes of Wrath, like those for We, the People,
built on impressions from his sketching trips. Indeed, photographs of one
o f these field trips still exist. In April, 1940, Benton visited a farm sale in
Inde pendence, Missouri, and there he sketched a country music group,
"Pop a nd the Boys," while his student, Jackson Lee Nesbitt, took
photographs. With rathe r minor alterations, Benton reused his sketch
(which is now preserved in The Benton Trust) for one of the illustra tions
for The Grapes of Wrath. Nesbitt's pictures provide a memorable record of
Benton surrounded by an audience of gawking farme rs, most of whom
had probably n ever before seen an a rtist making a drawing. 10
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Benton's imagery in The Grapes of Wrath, however, was not entirely
based on his own experience. He borrowed many of his motifs from the
motion picture of the story. Indeed, in a curious twist away from Benton's
usual process of deriving his art from real life, the movie provided the
initial impetus for his program.
In 1940, when 20th Century Fox made the film, Reeves Lewenthal, who
had become Benton's dealer, persuaded the studio that an advertising
campaign by a recognized artist would help legitimize the project and
lessen hostility toward the controversial subject-matter it contained.
Benton made six lithographs based on scenes and characters in the
movie. Five of these were portrait studies, which closely resemble the
actors; one was a design of the Joads leaving their Oklahoma home which
incorporated elements from the movie's stage set. 11
Sadly, the movie moguls did not appreciate Benton's artistry. Darryl
Zanuck is said to have commented: "Who the Hell did this? It's awful!"
and "Why is everything leaning? People don't look that way!" In addition, Benton ran into conflict with the existing, unionized, advertising
staff at Fox. Another campaign, based on in-house copy, was launched to
supersede Benton's and was distributed more widely. Thus, for a variety
of reasons, Benton's work was not fully successful for the ad
campaign. 12
One person who did appreciate Benton's work, however, was George
Macy. On the basis of the lithographs for 20th Century Fox, he asked
Benton to produce a full set of illustrations for the novel 13 In doing so,
Benton made mostly new designs but repeated the same set of characters
as his earlier lithographs. In additiol\ at Macy' s suggestion, Benton
repeated, without change, his film design of the departure of the Joads.
Thus, from their very inception, Benton's illustrations for The Grapes of
Wrath were molded not only by his own experiences, but by Hollywood
as well.
Perhaps this dependence on Hollywood was part of the reason that the
broad-reaching social commentary found in Benton's earlier illustrations for We, the People is lacking in those for The Grapes of Wrath Like the
Hollywood movie-makers, Benton saw the novel principally as a
gripping, sentimental story-not as a political tract. Benton's most effective drawings tend to stress the anecdotal or the picturesque and to
present the social forces of the novel only indirectly. Thus, for example, in
one of the more effective sketches for the book, Benton evoked the
deserted farm of the Joads with a sketch of a black cat prowling through
the abandoned building. This image of the stray pet (which is
reminiscent, by the way, of the sentimental posters of 19th-century
French artist Theophile Steinlin) effectively evokes the poignance of the
family's loss. It expresses this loss in sentimental terms, however, rather
than analyzing the specific social factors that caused it.
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The bankers who foreclosed on the farm and the tractors that
destroyed the fields make only a token appearance in Benton's drawings.
Indeed, several of Benton's illustrations verge on bathos, as does the
scene, for example, of the burial of "Grandma." Here the somewhat contrived composition was obviously inspired by representations of the
Pieta. Today, such theatrical concoctions seem far less moving that the
straightforward documentary realism of such photographers as
Dorothea Lange.t4
To some extent Benton's shift may reflect the character of Steinbeck's
novel. The narrowly focused subject-matter of the book did not allow
Benton to present the full range of social types that he had obseNed in
America. Thus, we are presented with just part of Tom Benton's
America- not all of it. Nor did the text lend itself to the sort of diagrams of
social forces that endow Benton's drawings for We, the People with such
didactic power.
Yet if we can trust Benton's friend Thomas Craven, this difference in
social approach reflected a general change in Benton's attitude-a
deliberate move away from Marxist polemics. As Craven asserts:
There is no propaganda in Benton's illustrations-which is as
it should be.... In a sense, he has been more realistic than
Steinbeck in his treatment of the Okies; for his art is entirely
free from political grievances. Benton is interested in man as a
social animal-not in what he could be or should be, but in
what he actually is. Of social theories promising man's betterment through the logic of idealistic systems, he has always
been skeptical. 15
Benton, no doubt wisely, seems to have been wary of making his art the
direct expression of a political program. He did not want his creative
freedom to be constrained, or to tie his art too closely to issues of merely
topical interest. Yet Benton's retreat from political involvement was not
entirely an artistic advance. It also seems to have reflected an uneasy
awareness that the political ideas which lay at the basis of his work were
not quite so relevant to contemporary life as they once had been. Indeed,
in stripping away the political underpinnings of his work, he risked
reducing the effect to mere sentimentality. As is also the case with the
novels of Steinbeck, the whole structure of Benton's art was based upon
the social crises of the 1930s. They not only provided the specific subjectmatter and political message for the work; they also helped establish the
fundamental visual language-the powerful forms and sharp contrasts
that Benton employed. Both Steinbeck and Benton, who had thrived in
the 1930s, found it difficult to adjust to the next decade.
From 1935 to 1939, in rapid succession, Steinbeck produced a series of
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masterful novels on the lives of California farm workers: Tortilla Flat
(1935), In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men {1937), The Long Valley
{1938), and The Grapes of Wrath {1939). Then, rather abruptly, the quality
of his work fe ll off. The Grapes of Wrath was followed by such second-rank
efforts as The Sea of Cortez {1941) and The Moon Is Down {1942). Thus, the
work of a mere five yea rs remains that on which his enormou s literary
reputation now rests. 16
What had changed abruptly in the 1940s, one might argue, was not so
much Steinbeck's prose as the society abo ut w hich he wrote. The 1930s, a
p eriod of dramatic contrasts between rich and poor, were suited to a
writer concerned with social issues, who e njoyed sim ple dialogue and
p owerful, sentimental effects. But in the 1940s, as America prospered,
Steinbeck lost his best themes.
The overall direction of this social change is effectively suggested by
two images: one Dorothea Lange's heart-rending record of Migrant
Mother and th e other a photograph by Bill Ganzel, taken many years later,
showing th e same woman, Flo rence Thompson, sitting in middle-class
comfort at the h ome of her daughter in Modesto, California. Here, perhaps even more effectively than th rough words, we can sense that the
issues of the 1930s were no t those of subsequent d ecades. 17 In fact,
Florence Thompson's saga was not unique. With the labor shortage of
World War II, the condition of farm workers dramatically improved, and

Cotton Shipping, illus tration for Leo Huberman, We, the People, New York, 1932.
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many of them entered the army or found other jobs. Social injustice did
not end, of course, but the shanty towns by the roadway, which Steinbeck had witnessed, began to disappear. Other social issues, such as
Fascism in Europe, the nuclear bomb, or the boredom of American suburban life, began to seem more pressing. By the 1950s the whole sensibility of Steinbeck's novels was an historical anachronism.
Similarly, Benton produced a series of major murals in the 1930s:
America Today {1930), The Arts of Life in America {1932-33),A Social History
of Indiana {1933), and A Social History of Missouri {1934-35), as well as
most of his best-known easel paintings, including Boomtown, The jealous
Lover of Lone Green Valley, and Persephone. These paintings provided a
direct record of the American society of the time.
As with Steinbeck, however, Benton's fall from grace came suddenly.
Just a few months after the illustrations for Steinbeck's book appeared,
Benton was fired from his teaching position at the Kansas City Art Institute, an event that marked the end of his national prominence. In the
same year, the bombing of Pearl Harbor precipitated America's entrance
into World War II and set in motion a series of social changes that largely
destroyed the isolated, rural, small-town American life that Benton liked
best to paint. Before the war, Benton's scenes of rural Missouri were
records of contemporary life; by the end of the war, they had become
nostalgic recreations of the past.
Benton illustrated 13 books, but in their brooding artistic power his
designs for The Grapes of Wrath stand far above most of the rest. Only his
drawings for Tom Sawyer and We, the People compare as comprehensive
artistic statements. To the attentive observer, however, the illustrations of
Steinbeck's saga foreshadow the decline of Benton's art and stand as
markers of the finale of his great period. The political relevance and
impact of his art were beginning to fade. The Grapes of Wrath was the last
major project in which his art served-if perhaps less forcefully than it
had before-as a vehicle for broad-ranging social criticism.
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Steinbeck, Guthrie,
and Popular Culture

Elaine S. Apthorp

A

REMAR.KABLE number of connections exist between the art a nd
careers of John Steinbeck and Woody Guthrie. Most striking is
that both of their careers took off as a result of their involve ment in the
plight of the migrant farm workers. The Grapes of Wrath, which describes in
fiction the plight of the Dust Bowl refugees who beca me migrant
farmworke rs in Depressio n California, is not only Steinbeck's m ost
popular and influ ential novel, but it was also the comme rcia l breakthrough that establis hed his career. Similarly, Woody G uthrie, who had
been singing and bumming about in California during the sa me period,
found in the migrants' plight an opportunity both to express his own pe rsonal concerns and to d evelop a livelihood as a professional folk artist.
In fact it was The Grapes of Wrath that propelled G uthrie's career. In
1940, Will Geer invited him to participate in a "Grapes of Wratl1 Evening," a
be nefit concert at New York City's Forrest Theatre for the John Steinbeck
committee to aid Ca lifornia migrant farmworkers. As a result of this exposure, Victor invited G uthrie to record a two-volume a lbum of ballads
which he had composed about the Dust Bowl refugees (Du st Bowl
Ballads), and, as pa rt of this album, he was asked to compose a musical
summary of The Grapes of Wrath, which became the 17-verse ballad "Tom
Joad." Steinbeck, in turn, wrote an introduction to a songbook of protest
music, Hard Hitting Songs for Hnrt- /-lil People (transcribed by Pe te Seeger
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with introductions by Guthrie), in which he offered this oft-quoted
tribute to Guthrie:
Woody is just Woody. Thousands of people do not know he
has any other name. He is just a voice and a guitar. He sings
the songs of a people and I suspect that he is, in a way, that
people. Harsh voiced and nasal, his guitar hanging like a tire
iron on a rusty rim, there is nothing sweet about Woody, and
there's nothing sweet about the songs he sings. But there is
something more important for those who will listen. There is
the will of the people to endure and fight against oppression. I
think we call this the American spirit. 1
And the two artists had something else in common-a shared historical
situation as American artists, from which both suffered but out of which
each found ways to develop his art.
In their respective careers Steinbeck and Guthrie stood at a historical
intersection of three different kinds of culture, three different kinds of
art-the "high culture" or elite art of the intelligentsia, the folk art of
working-class regional and ethnic communities, and the commercial art
of popular mass market culture-which are distinguishable from one
another, not by content or quality, but by the circumstances of production, the intentions of the producer(s), and the composition of the
audience to whose standards, values, and needs the art appeals. Both
Steinbeck and Guthrie came into their careers at a time when folk and
elite art were being subsumed within a burgeoning commercial mass
media culture; both men, in their own lives, stood on the border between
two cultural perspectives-the elite and the folk, the intelligentsia and the
working class; and each in his way made his art a conduit for the transmission of American working class experience into popular culture.
Guthrie's work lies on the border between folk and commercial art, and
in his own career he made himself a vehicle for the transmission of the
one into the realm of the other; at the same time, Steinbeck was
employing his high art to impress folk experience onto the consciousness (and political conscience) of the nation. Their divided class experience placed each of them in an ideal position from which to employ the
resources of one class in the service of the other.
Folk art is generated communally, through a process of continuous
adaptation and transmission, and is often produced and consumed
without commercial transaction. 2 What in Western societies is described
variously (and most pompously) as "fine:' "high:' or "serious" art is
generally that art that is produced by professionals and purchased
primarily by the liberally educated. I prefer to call it elite art, using the
. '-term not in a perjorative sense (ie., elite as in deliberately exclusive or
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wealth-and-power-oriented) but to designate that its audience is limited
and determined largely by socioeconomic class, and to suggest that when
the "high culture" artist sets out to create something of unique and
enduring value according to the artist's own standards, those standards
are themselves generated within the specific class experience of the
intelligentsia. Indeed, the very project of "serious art'' is one important
means by which the intelligentsia expresses and perpetuates its cultural
identity, and the intellectually independent artist-who produces not for
consumption but for self-expression-is a primary culture hero for, and
within, the liberally educated class. "High" art is the product of
economically stratified societies in which wealth and resources have
begun to accumulate in the hands of a dominant class, which has the
resources and leisure both to generate and to support the classes of
professional educators and artist/artisans. Folk art predates this arrangement of society and survives only marginally within it, present in those
elements of rural and urban working-class experience which continue to
elude or resist incorporation in the dominant culture. 3
Hence the producers of folk and elite culture tend to be distinguished
by the economic class (and with it, the cultural community) in which they
are reared: those born to some degree of economic security, and its attendant leisure for education, have the opportunity to develop not only the
skills required for a career as a professional artist but the self-conceptthe sense of personal mission and calling, the bedrock belief in the importance of one's own point of view-which make elite art possible. But
under conditions of commercial capitalism (especially dramatic in the
United States, with its heritage of democratic ideology and massive immigration), the growth of public education, mass transportation, and mass
media makes individuals' class identification increasingly ambiguous at
the same time that it contributes to the commodification of all cultural
products. The instability of lower and middle classes under the boomand-bust cycles of the economy causes artists like Walt Whitman, Herman
Melville, 4 Woody Guthrie, and John Steinbeck to share, in varying
degrees, both middle-class upbringing and a grinding poverty in early
adulthood which causes them to identify, again to varying degrees, with
the working classes and to shape an art that expresses elements of both
elite and folk perspective/experience. To some extent each of these artists
experienced a deeply divided class identification, which was to all of
them both a source of intense conflict and frustration, and, not coincidentally, a source of their creative power and of the unique qualities (and
complex reception) of their work.
It is useful as well as essentially accurate to consider Steinbeck as an
elite artist, in the sense that I have defined it above. He wrote with great
concern for historical accuracy, in fear lest some weakness in his portrait
should make it too easy for conservatives to dismiss The Grapes of Wrath's
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indictment of agribusiness and call for aid to the displaced, 5 but he
refused to allow commercial considerations to affect his work; if he
shaped his novel to sell widely he did so not to maximize profits but to
maximize public exposure of the Okies's plight But Grapes is not The
Harvest Gypsies: it is not simply muckraking journalism but also an ambitious novel (in Steinbeck's phrase, a "big book'') 6 which reaches selfconsciously-and largely successfully-for the weight and hoped-for
timelessness of epic. Notwithstanding his disgust at the Eastern literary
establishment, his aversion to personal fame, and his ambivalence about
critical appreciation, the author of The Grapes of Wrath considered
himself-and was-a professional artist attempting to contribute to the
high culture of his era. To the extent that he identified with the laborers
whose work and standard of living he had shared in his penniless 20s,
Steinbeck thought that by bringing their experience into a work of high
art, he was bringing folk and high culture, and working-class and middleclass experience and consciousness, into communion.
But though he spoke on behalf of the laborers, he could not truly speak
their experience. Steinbeck's sympathy was passionate and his perception well-informed by experience and a divided class identification, but
his comparatively secure childhood, his parents' tolerance and his
teachers' nurturance of his intent to become a writer, his semesters of
study and practice of craft at Stanford, all established the artist's first and
final perspective as fundamentally different from that of the migrant
farm workers who would be his subjects in Grapes. In the philosophizing
of Casy (transparently authorial through its vernacular disguise) and the
now impressionistic, now Biblical language of the interchapters, we can
hear the voice of Steinbeck the elite artist, speaking of sharecroppers but
not to them, struggling to impress upon his audience something quite
apart from (and even contradictory to) a political analysis-a ·vision,
Steinbeck's own, of how life works and what it means.
There is some debate about whether Guthrie can be categorized as a
genuine folk artist, coming as he did from a family and father who identified squarely with the dominant class and developing, like Steinbeck, a
persona more or less calculatedly down-at-heel For his stage persona,
Guthrie drew not only on his own rural Oklahoma mannerisms but also
on the example of cracker-barrel comic Will Rogers 7 and through him,
indirectly, on the southwestern humorist tradition of Samuel Clemens
and company. While he mixed music with sly observations about people
and politics, Woody would duck his head and let his voice slip into the
friendly nonchalance of the country-store conversationalist, as if he were
not a professional performer dispensing a musical product to consumers
but a regular feller with an insight or two, passing the time with a group of
friends only larger than customary. At the same time that he presented
this face to the world, he was a passionate reader, typed and signed his
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Thomas Hart Benton sketching "Pop and the Boys" at a farm sale in Independence, Missouri, April, 1940, photo by Jackson Lee Nesbitt.
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Pop and the Boys, 1940, p encil,
18 X 12 in., The Benton Trust,
Kansas City.

" These three in the evening,
harmonica, f iddle and guitar,"
iJiustration for Th e Grapes
of Wrath, 1941.
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lyrics, and wrote a wonderfully crafted and crafty autobiography-none
the actions of an authentic folk artist, whose work emerges from and
melts into the fabric of his community, seamless and anonymous and,
beyond his participation in the communal composition, as voiceless in
the dominant culture as, routinely, other poor working people remain all
their lives.
Nevertheless, Guthrie's art is steeped in authentic folk tradition and
informed by early and ongoing personal experience. Guthrie was from
Oklahoma and was somewhat of a Dust Bowl refugee himself, though he
hitched the long road west on his own and left his family behind in
Okemah. He had grown up shabby, obscure, and largely self-educated. At
the same time, he had known better days, in his own family background
and in his early childhood. Before a series of crises and tragedies sank the
family into poverty and dissolution, Woody had begun life comfortably as
a child of a small-town middle class realtor. His transformation into a
scruffy spokesman for the destitute and the disenfranchised came about
as a result of a relentless series of disasters that befell his family, including
the death of his sister by self-immolation, the burning of the family home,
and the insanity of his mother, afflicted with the Huntington's chorea
Woody was to inherit These family tragedies as well as the financial
disasters that befell his father during the 20s and 30s caused a radical shift
in Woody's own class awareness and identification. In Woody Guthrie's
case, this fall in class experience and identification was a steady slide,
undergone at an early age and never overcome. He grew up essentially
an orphan in his own home; early on, he learned to wander by himself,
unconnected, and in later life was unable to establish lasting relationships or a steady income even when opportunities came his way.
At the time The Grapes of Wrath was being composed, Woody Guthrie
was becoming a professional performer of folk music, scratching out a
casual living by singing in saloons and by broadcasting over the Los
Angeles airwaves the ballads of the southern midwest to an audience of
transplanted Plains people. When he toured the migrant camps he was,
like Steinbeck, on assignment-Steinbeck to do a journalistic account of
the conditions and Guthrie to gather information on the situation for the
politically-minded director of the little radio station for which Guthrie
performed. But in the process of performing, of going to the migrant
camps, and of sharing his thoughts and, gradually, his own music on the
radio, he developed the sensibility that he could reach his audience with a
political message as well as the sharing of folk standards. He hoped to
make a living with his music and at the same time maintain the
authenticity of what he was trying to do-both as a folk musician and as a
conduit for protest against political and economic injustice.
Yet however clearly Steinbeck and Guthrie identified primarily with
the extremes of American culture-with its elite art and its folk art,
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respectively-in their efforts to earn a living through their craft and to
convey a political message to the widest possible audience, both brought
their work to the mass cultural mean. Both artists were seeking to establish careers as professional artists in the late 30s, at a period when the
pressures of industrialization and the growth of mass media had severely
eroded the audience both for traditional folk art and for elite literature. At
the same time, these forces were opening up opportunities for folk artists
who would professionalize (witness the careers of Jimmie Rodgers and
the Carter Family, who took advantage of the new media of radio and
sound recording) and for elite artists who would compromise (F. Scott
Fitzgerald and William Faulkner became screenwriters, following an earlier generation of writers who had become journalists). For under commercial capitalism-in a process accelerated by the technology of sound
recording, cinema, radio, and television-the separate categories of high
art and folk art steadily collapse into the industry of popular art or mass
market culture, as commerce commodifies more and more areas of
human activity and as previously discrete classes and subcultures
become incorporated into the dominant culture through urbanization
and mass media. Increasingly, the pressure of mass market conditions
divests the art of its distinguishing class characteristics, forcing performer/producers of folk art to commodify self and work (as happens
when Woody Guthrie records-and signs his name to-his versions of
traditional folk ballads), while forcing "high culture" artists to perform in
popular genres and media and to cooperate with larger production teams
(as happens when John St~inbeck submits his novels to adaptation for
the screen).
One of the oddities in the careers of Woody Guthrie and John Steinbeck is that their reputations in the popular consciousness have been
established not so much by their own performances as by the appropriations and adaptations of their art in the work of others who have made it a
part of popular culture: Steinbeck's novel was adapted into Hollywood
film by John Ford and Guthrie's songs have been recorded and imitated
in the mass market by more popular musicians. But their art was itself the
product of such transformation-the transformation of journalism into
art and of communally generated music into the poetry of social protest.
In the art they created to present the farm workers' plight, Steinbeck and
Guthrie reflect the intersection between elite, folk, and commercial culture; their concern for mobilizing the general public on behalf of the
disadvantaged caused them to fuse elements of all three into their
performance.

,.

,.

,.

A number of critics have remarked on the fusion of journalism, myth,
naturalism, and realist fictional technique which give Grapes its epic
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power as well as its enduring strangeness and multivocality. As a
journalist, Steinbeck had toured the camps and borne witness, with a
journalist's objective faithfulness, to the experiences of the migrants
themselves; steeped in their stories, caught up empathetically in their
grief, and outraged on their behalf, the novelist in Steinbeck processed
the many stories into one, fused with his own story and vision, grown into
symbol.
As a formally educated professional artist, Steinbeck brought the
perspective and skills of the intelligentsia to bear on the task of exposing a
mass audience to the plight of the Dust Bowl refugees; to speak for the
people who were powerless to make themselves heard, he used his own
class privilege-which gave him, among other advantages, the refinement of his verbal skills-to protest on their behalf. At the same time, as
we have seen, his aesthetic and class perspective caused him to express,
in the novel that developed, both his own vision of life and his desire to
establish himself as an artist contributing to the high culture of his country. When Steinbeck merged the genres of journalism, noveL and communal forms of expression, including myth and ballad, he appealed to a
broad audience and impressed upon that audience both an urgent contemporary crisis and a universal message about the human spirit.
The fusion of journalism and art, of political protest and entertainment, of critique of society at a particular point in history, and of vision of
the enduring human condition, which Steinbeck attempted in Grapes,
gives the novel its peculiar beauty as well as its accessibility to a range of
audiences. The engine driving the novel is its political protest, but its
hybrid nature has made it possible for audiences to read-and for
popular culture to appropriate-selectively, reclaiming a controversial
novel for consumption as popular art.
In John Ford's film adaptation, the story reached a mass audience of
Americans who would never have encountered the novel itself; but, as
the film deleted the messages of the didactic chapters and rearranged
material to offer an upbeat ending, it reached its audience not as an
expose of American agribusiness but as a celebration of the American
people's will to survive the rigors of the Depression. In omitting the
darker material of the didactic chapters and the roadside camp experience of consciousness-raising "we-ness;' the film avoids the stridency,
the apocalyptic menace, and the potentially revolutionary implications of
Steinbeck's novel. easy's jail term, for example, is omitted and with it his
recognition of the power of many men to howl dissent and resistance
until the system is compelled to meet their needs. The exploitation of the
Joads on the road is kept to a minimum, while the heartwarming voluntary Good Samaritanism of the diner waitress and truckdrivers is highlighted, reassuring the audience that America will be A-okay so long as
we all pitch in a bit to help the little guy when he happens to cross our
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path. Without the shadows cast by Steinbeck's coolly exploitive buyers of
farm equipment and sellers of broken-down automobiles, the portrait
that the film offers its American audience is sanitized and distorted: we
are vicariously congratulated for the sympathy the film stimulates in us
and comforted by incidents "of humankindness under pressure; we are
not outraged by routine brutality and indifference.
In a number of other ways, the film softens and limits the
impact/import of the story it tells. A perception-controlling frame is
applied to the story at the outset by an opening scroll of exposition which
first locates the Dust Bowl migration firmly in the past, then limits its
geographical extent and renders the locale exotic, and finally limits the
application of the story by describing it as one family's pursuit of happiness; we are transported from the journalistic and topical to the realm of
pure narrative, a" once upon a time" applying neither to the present nor
to the audience. Even the augmented screen presence of the Joad
children is worked to maximize humor at the expense of pathos; the
Shirley Temple-esque scenes of energetic kids mischievously flushing
toilets for the first time are shot in so robustly cheerful a light that wholesome laughter over the hijinks of the little members of the family overwhelms Steinbeck's emphasis on the way hardship and humiliation
impact all the generations of the family. And in place of Steinbeck's grim,
rain-drenched, downward-spiraling denouement-in which the
practical problem of impending starvation for the remaining Joads is
scarcely alleviated by Rose of Sharon's compassionate but essentially
symbolic gesture toward a dying man-Ford's film substitutes sunshine
and a hopeful rolling onward to brighter days, omitting the controversial
final scene of the novel and moving Ma Joad's moment of epiphany and
optimism (re We the people's'' irrepressible spirit) from the middle of
the story to its end. In 1940, as Americans geared up for domestic
mobilization to enter World War II, such an exhilarating and non-divisive
message sold a great deal more popcorn than a more accurate adaptation
of Steinbeck's brooding and controversial novel could have done. But the
multiple agendas served within the novel invited such appropriation.
Furthermore and paradQxically, its susceptibility to such appropriation
was its greatest asset as a vehicle for transmitting the plight of the
migrants to a mass audience.
11
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•

•

The structure of The Grapes of Wrath-its alternation between narrative
and didactic or allegorical chapters-has been commented on by critics
in a number of contexts; but it has always struck me as resembling the
structure of a traditional folk ballad. The didactic interchapters have the
quality of a chorus, of a broad statement or refrain which expresses the
general principle of which the narrative verses are particular instances.
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Steinbeck was interested in folk music and its relation to the experience
of poor working people, as evidenced by his discussion of the subject in
his introduction to Hard Hitting Ballads; he once observed that he saw himself as more ~~minstrel" than SCrivener." 8 And it is significant that he
insisted on having the lyrics and music to the "Battle Hymn of the Republic" printed on the inside cover of Grapes; Carol Steinbeck's suggested
title for the novel literally struck a chord for John, who wanted "all all all
the verses of The Battle Hymn" printed, because he felt they were all pertinent;'9 intensely'' American, and because he perceived that ~~every
American child learns [the song] and then forgets the words." 10 Steinbeck's observations suggest that he was aware of the way profound
intellectual and aesthetic experience is muffled in transmission or overwhelmed by the ongoing bombardment of competing (and usually commercial) messages, and his insistence on printing a musical ballad indicates that he meant to offset this muffling by employing the mnemonic
powers of music in the novel itself: the reader is encouraged to hear
music as s/he reads. With its rhythmically alternating chapters, the long
novel seems to sing with the voice of generations of nonliterate people; to
impress his vision lastingly on the consciousness of his audience, he gave
them the words and the music, the narrative verses underscored by the
didactic interchapters, which imbed messages in the reader/listener's
memory via an almost perceptible meter.
Within the action of the noveL Steinbeck associates the playing of folk
ballads and dance tunes with the development of community solidarity
and consciousness among the migrant families, both as they formed their
ephemeral roadside camp Worlds" and as they developed a more
enduring community in the government camp. Significantly, Steinbeck
represents this community at its strongest during a camp-organized
dance, where spirited camp families, exhilarated by the music which
brings them together and affirms their civilization and humanity, easily
repulse the attack of anti-migrant forces. When Ma Joad, searching her
son Tom's face for signs of violent bitterness, worries aloud whether
Tom's persecution in prison has made him Crazy mad" like Pretty Boy
Floyd, Steinbeck reminds the reader of the folk hero status that outlaws
such as Floyd attained among the rural poor; and in associating Tom with
Floyd, Steinbeck may have had in mind the resonance of outlaw ballads.
Indeed, Guthrie composed a "Ballad of Pretty Boy Floyd" at the same
time that Steinbeck was lending Tom Joad's story the melancholy weight
of Floyd's folk legend. The circle becomes complete when Woody
Guthrie, in composing the ballad of Tom Joad;' chooses ohn Hardy''another outlaw ballad-for his tune.
Guthrie's standard practice was to supply traditional folk tunes with
new lyrics of his own invention. Ongoing, communal generation and
adaptation are distinguishing characteristics of folk art; one of the advan11
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tages of formal simplicity in meter and melody is that it accommodates
easy, on-the-spot invention of new verses to suit the occasion or the performer. Therefore, the "standard" lyrics of a folk song represent merely
the verses that "caught on" enough to go on being remembered and
transmitted from one performance and group of performers to another.
But Guthrie went one step further with this practice. He would take a
traditional dance tune and, sometimes on the spur of the moment at a
union meeting, create an entire set of topical lyrics for it. In appropriating
standard folk tunes and creating for them lyrics which were intended to
publicize social injustices and mobilize people to make changes in their
environment, Guthrie had a number of materials and precedents to build
from. ]oe Hill had done something similar for the Wobblies in contributing to their IWW songbooks at the turn of the century. Behind Hill's
and Guthrie's work lay a conglomerate of existing folk traditions. Outlaw
ballads, complaining work songs, and desperate gospel and blues were
each in their way songs of suffering and protest, which had become standard genres within the folk tradition. 11 But Guthrie was trying to act not
only as a folk musician-who adds to and changes the material that he
inherits from his community, shares the new concoction with his community, and passes on-but also as a reformer, as a person trying to incite
mass political action.
It was precisely the element of political protest in Guthrie's music
which was obscured when the music entered the stream of popular
culture-the element which Guthrie, like Steinbeck, most wanted to
project and which he wished to spread through circulating the music
nationally, much as Steinbeck had hoped Hollywood would provide the
vehicle for broader transmission of his novel's political imperative. Radio
and recorded music were now making it possible for the Library of
Congress and commercial companies like Victor to record Woody
Guthrie, Leadbelly, and other folk musicians. The Victor company saw
Guthrie and his Dust Bowl ballads as a commercial opportunity; Victor
hoped to cash in on the popular controversy then raging over The Grapes
of Wrath. But Alan Lomax sent Guthrie their way to fulfill another and
decidedly noncommercial agenda. Many of these folk recording projects
were conceived by academic folklorists like Lomax in an effort to .save
folk music from being completely obliterated by a commercial culture
which was gradually converting it, as well as every area of citizens' lives,
into some kind of commodity rather than remaining an experience produced and consumed communally. In the folk tradition, any person who
had an instrument or chose to sing could share in the composition as well
as the experience of the music. But the conditions of commercial
capitalism could incorporate folk music only by processing it into a commodity palatable to and purchasable by a large and reliable audience of
consumers. Once the music is transmitted through mass media, the
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characteristics of the music's original production-however personal or
political the artisrs message or however communal the music's
generation-are superseded by the characteristics of commercial
reproduction. A character like Woody Guthrie really stands at that
moment of transition between folk culture and popular culture, and he in
his own life lived out that whole crisis.
Guthrie's "This Land is Your Land" provides a notable example of the
transformation which occurs as the artisrs political expression is appropriated for a mass audience. The song has been recorded so often and
received so resounding a stamp of approval from the dominant culture
that schoolchildren sing its famous chorus all over AmericaThis land is your land, this land is my land,
From California to the New York Island,
From the redwood forest to the Gulf Stream waters
This land was made for you and me.
-and periodically it has been suggested as a superior alternative to our
national anthem.
I roamed and rambled and I followed my footsteps
To the sparkling sands of her diamond deserts
And all around me a voice was sounding
This land was made for you and me.
When the sun came shining and I was strolling
And the wheat fields waving and the dust clouds rolling
As the fog was lifting, a voice was chanting
This land was made for you and me.
This is poetry of perhaps the best kind-the kind that is accessible to all
speakers of the language and at the same time not banal But the song as
presented above, the song that we hear and remember, is not the song
Guthrie composed: the routine omission of two central verses (easily
justified in the name of brevity) has transformed the song from a stinging
political protest to an innocuous nationalist hymn. 12 Composed in 1940
as a musical rebuttal to"God Bless America" (which, Joe Klein notes, was
at that time pelting the radiowaves of the country as Americans geared for
entry into World War II), the complete "This Land is Your Land" is a strident Depression-era protest against the exploitation and disenfranchisement of the average American. It offers essentially the same political
analysis as The Grapes of Wrath: as ownership of land and resources
becomes more and more centralized, the government of the people, serving the interests of the powerful, begins to treat its own citizens as aliens.
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In the shadow of a steeple I saw my people
By the relief office I seen my people
As they stood there hungry I stood there asking
Is this land made for you and me?
Like the searching, critical middle verses of another candidate for alternate national anthem, "America the Beautiful:' these lyrics are rarely
sung. When appropriated for mass transmission, the lyrics that might
offend large (or powerful) groups of consumers are altered or deleted, as
are the elements which seem idiosyncratic or topical, because these too
tend to limit the appeal of the product. 13
As long as Woody was playing to a small group of Arkansas, Kansas,
Oklahoma refugees, he was dealing with a group of people who shared
that folk culture and who wanted to hear those old ballads-"Polly
Redwing" and its kindred. But at the same time, he was speaking to them
of urgent present concerns. A topical song like Do Re Me" expresses the
same disillusionment which Steinbeck's Joad family confronts, as it
describes how those Dust Bowl refugees crossing to California were
often kept out of cities like Los Angeles by police, who would set up
barriers to turn them away unless they had a certain amount of money
and could thus demonstrate spending power:
11

Lots of folks back east, they say,
leavin' home every day
Beatin' the hot old dusty way
To the California line.
Cross the desert sands they roll,
getting out of that old Dust Bowl
They think they're going to a sugar bowl
but here is what they find
Now, the police at the port of entry say,
"you're number 14,000 for today."
Oh if you ain't got the do re mi, folks,
If you ain't got the do re mi,
why you better go back to beautiful Texas,
Oklahoma, Kansas, Georgia, Tennessee.
As Joe Klein argues in his biography of Guthrie, the artist derived
profound psychological comfort and the foundation for self-affirmation
when he took on the cause of the migrants as his own. Growing up
dispossessed himself, he had felt like an orphan and a homeless person,
the mystery of his family's collapse indicating some private failing and
weakness that made them, made him, less equal than others-alone with
his outsiderhood. His musical sharing of the Dust Bowl refugees' plight
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transformed Guthrie's consciousness exactly as, in Steinbeck's novel, the
Joads are transformed on the road to California when they cease to say "I
lost my land" and begin to say We. To discover that other people had
suffered also and that other families-thousands of other families-had
felt as if they were no good-although in fact they were caught in the
wheels of a larger historical process and an economic order (or dis-order)
which ignored the welfare of people-was to replace his sense of
outsiderhood with a new kind of belonging. 14 When they came together
and sang together, he could offer them the stories not only of Jesse James
and Pretty Boy Floyd, but also of themselves. For they were modem-day
outlaws;' and those same outlaw ballad tunes could, with new lyrics, be
made to speak about them. Through his songs, Guthrie could reach that
audience and at the same time affirm himself as a member of something, a
member of a family whose rights needed to be appreciated. In pitching
his work to an audience of the frustrated and dispossessed, Guthrie
directed his work to a large audience indeed; but by definition, it was not
an audience with a lot of purchasing power. National radio and recording opportunities evaporated as sponsors judged-with some reasonthat the audience that could support his music would not be inclined to
support his politics.
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This transformation of culture into commodity has meant that the
artifacts of American folk culture-as well as some understanding of the
principles that govern its production-have been preserved by the
intelligentsia in like fashion as the plight of the Dust Bowl refugees was
expressed and memorialized for future generations by Steinbeck. Few
Americans have heard Guthrie perform his own music. His most broadly
accessible songs have been assimilated into popular culture, and his most
topically powerful lyrics have been transmitted by educated middle-class
musicians like Pete Seeger, who has an academic background, whose
family was involved in folklore, and who learned to sing and play the
banjo in order to preserve the folk culture of America and to pass the
sparks of that culture to modern urban audiences. Just as class- and
historically-sensitive critics recognize the limitations of Steinbeck's
access to the perspective of the migrants themselves, and hence the
limitations of his presentation of their history, folklorists recognize the
limitations and inevitable distortions inherent in the work of folkrevivalist musicians. Folklorists concentrate on identifying and studying
true" folk artists-figures who speak not merely about the peoples of
rural backwater communities but are members of those communities.
Nevertheless, the link between folk culture and urban artists like Pete
Seeger, Bob Dylan, and other folk revivalists is an important one, because
they are trying to preserve what would otherwise be lost to most Ameri-
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cans. These urban artists face enormous pressure from 20th century commercial capitalism to colonize folk art and, by purging it of its topical and
ethnic particularity, to make it a mass-marketable commodity.
The efforts on the part of this group of professional folk'' people were
important to preserve some of the elements of folk culture against that
sort of colonization; but by taking advantage of the new media that came
into play and by trying to reach a mass audience, artists like Guthrie and
the folklorists and folk revivalist musicians who came before and after
him found their work passing from their hands into a commercial stream
that altered all that it carried. •s Throughout his career, by deliberately
demystifying the role of creator/performer, Guthrie resisted the rigid
separation between producer and consumer enforced by elite and mass
market culture. The urban folk revivalists who admired and recorded his
music tried to continue in this vein, simulating the folk artist's
precapitalist immersion in his community by various means (deemphasizing the performer her/himself by foregrounding the community of workers whose lives the music describes, deliberately
unpolished musicianship, etc.). Pete Seeger, for example, is self-effacing
on stage and leads the audience in free-form sing-alongs. Thus he
restores as much as possible the circumstances of folk culture transmission. But the work of later artists such as Bob Dylan and Bruce
Springsteen, who each in his way draws upon Guthrie's work and style,
gives way to the pressures of mass culture production, which enjoins that
the artist be commodified along with the art.
The intersection of Steinbeck's and Guthrie's work parallels in some
respects another relationship between two American artists who were
contemporaries-that of Ralph Emerson and Walt Whitman. Whitman's
poetry and Guthrie's music have attracted comparison, as have their
similar legacies as working-class poets. 16 That Guthrie was acquainted
with Whitman's work and recognized parallels between his own art and
that of Whitman, Will Rogers, Carl Sandburg, and Alexander Pushkin, is
evident in a poem included in Born To Win called liMe and the Others." His
poem "The Word-Singer'' seems to play on Whitman's opening lines in
"Song of Myself." "To You Holding Me Here in Your Hand" and some of
the prose collected in Born to Win bear comparison, in style and substance, to Whitman's essays on the poet's vocation. Both Whitman and
Guthrie were wildly playful and experimental wordsmiths who
delighted in deploying open-ended lists of evocative words and images.
Further, a luxurious (and in Guthrie's case, an obsessive) eroticism
pervades much of their work. But the biographical and cultural-historical
parallels are especially suggestive. Whitman's background and career
were similar in important respects to Guthrie's, as like Guthrie, he was
working-class in his upbringing; like Guthrie, a self-educated person;
and like Guthrie, tried to reach the common American people in what he
II
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considered the people's idiom.
Emerson and Steinbeck were at least as different as alike, one can say;
and Steinbeck, in part because of his divided class identification, made a
much more concerted and successful effort to tailor his work for a broad
American audience than Emerson in his economic security and transcendentalist philosophy felt obliged to make. But they share crucial
advantages and limitations in their perspective and resources as collegeeducated children of professional parents and in the roles they played in
Whitman's and in Guthrie's careers. Emerson, a Harvard-educated
member of the intelligentsia, advocated an American poetry that would
be culturally independent of Europe, that would express the character of
American people and not of the educated, Europeanized elite. But he
couldn't be that poet himself-not because he lacked talent but because
his own class perspective colored ~nd limited his access to American folk
culture. When Whitman came along, writing his very bizarre, very
powerful, very elemental, very much more physical kind of poetry, the
famous and respected Emerson applauded his work, much as John Steinbeck, newly famous and respected novelist, heard and approved
Guthrie's music. Whitman was inspired by the tribute and thought-as
Woody Guthrie was to think-when his association with The Grapes of
Wrath bathed him in the notoriety and reputation of the controversial
novel and its author-that in the wake of such an association and
endorsement, his own success as a professional artist was insured.
In their hope they were both wrong-and both right Whitman's
poetry never achieved a mass circulation in his lifetime because publishers perceived it as unmarketable. And it probably was, given the
unconventionality and morally incendiary quality it had within a
Victorian society, where most of those who could read came to reading
for information or escape, and those who came for enlightenment
resisted so ragged and flagrantly carnal a source of light But Whitman's
work was appropriated by the intelligentsia, and, through the
intelligentsia-which educates the dominant classes-it has been appropriated in altered form by the dominant culture. Guthrie thought that he
could carry his own expression of the migrant experience into some kind
of professional life. But his refusal to smooth away the rough edgesmusically but especially politically-of his work made him as unattractive to the purveyors of music business as Whitman was to the publishers of popular and elite literature. Like Whitman's poetry, Guthrie's
music has survived for study and emulation, flourishing in altered form
in the work of later artists, again largely through the efforts of the leftwing intelligentsia that kept ·his material in circulation.
But 20th century media-radio, recording, and film-have enabled
Steinbeck's and Guthrie's works to reach an audience far larger and more
diverse than they could have reached through print media. Unlike the
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wild, defiantly meter less music of Whitman's songs, Guthrie's were composed to the tunes that the people had already made and bought. The
tunes were shaped at birth to fit in the conventional vessels most likely to
carry them far. And Steinbeck, in fusing the elements of fiction with those
of myth, topical journalism, and folk ballad, shaped his art for broad
consumption and impact; the success of his effort can be seen not only in
the book's instant notoriety and popularity but also in its immediate and
effective adaptation to popular cinema. The price of this fusion among
personal, political, and commercial agendas has been a watering-down
and compromising of the art and of its message; but, as I hope I have
demonstrated, it was out of such a fusion that the message itself was first
conveyed. To adapt a phrase from Bob Dylan (Guthrie's most influential
and self-conscious musical descendant), every art that is not busy being
born is busy dying. Steinbeck's masterpiece and Guthrie's are still
resonating in American culture and political action because, from the
outset, they were born in transformation, for transmission.

Notes
1

Quoted in Joe Klein, Woody Guthrie: A Life (NY: Random House/Ballantine
Books 1980). Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People did not appear until1962, but
Alan Lomax solicited Steinbeck's introduction to the songbook in 1940, and the
author probably composed it during this period.
2
A number of scholars have subcribed to this view of folk culture, notably Alan
Lomax, in Folk Song Style and Culture (Washington D.C.: American Association for
the Advancement of Science, 1968).
3
John Fiske discusses this phenomenon-the means by which subdominant
groups continue to resist/elude incorporation in the dominant culture-in the
concluding chapter of his Television Culture (London & N.Y.: Methuen, 1987),
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above. Phillip Bohlman, in The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World,
(Bloomington & Indianapolis, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1988), takes
issue with Lomax and others for what he perceives to be a politically biased
idealization of preindustrial folk culture as communally generated art. He
emphasizes the creative role which the folk performer has always played in
offering an experience of change within a context of stability. While conceding
that modern mass media and the conditions of modern folk musical performance significantly alter the nature of folk music production and reception, he
sees this development as one of many circumstances which contribute to the
variety and fluidity of folk music worldwide, essentially discounting the distinction these and other critics have made between folk.and popular (mass market)
culture. I would agree with Bohlman's characterization of the folk artist; indeed, it
is on similar grounds that I insist on describing Woody Guthrie as a folk artist. But
I find the class analysis of culture provides ultimately a more compelling account
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of the transformations in production and reception that occur as the arts of
discrete cultural groups become transmitted through commercial mass media.
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Melville's case sheds light on both Guthrie's and Steinbeck's careers. Born to
high economic expectations and a patrician heritage, after his father's failure and
suicide Melville dropped into working poverty while still a child-an experience
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art, he is with Steinbeck; but unlike Guthrie and Steinbeck, Melville identified
consciously with the intellgentsia, aspiring-far more doggedly than Guthrie-to
recover his family's lost economic and social status through a successful literary
career, making a conscious effort early in his career to perform in popular cultural genres to earn money and feeling increasing bitterness toward an American public which clamored for simple adventure stories and scorned his more
ambitious work. Steinbeck's more economically stable childhood may have given
him that precious margin of confidence he needed to endure years of poverty
while struggling to get his fiction into print, without compromising his personal
vision to make his fictions commercially attractive and without embittering him
toward the American public which did not at first respond.
5
See John Steinbeck, Working Days: the Journal of the Grapes of Wrath (N.Y.:
Viking/Penguin, 1989, edited with an introduction by Robert DeMott), p. 33.
Relying on Arvin camp manager Tom Collins for accurate reports on the
migrants' conditions as he composed Grapes, ·Steinbeck notes in his journal: "I
need this stuff. It is exact and just the thing that will be used against me if I am
wrong:'
6
Jackson J. Benson, The True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer (N.Y.: Viking
Press, 1984), p. 316. He described his plans for a "big book" as entailing "a very
grave attempt to do a first-rate piece of work:'
7
See Joe Klein, Woody Guthrie: A Life, p. 64, and Jerome L. Rodnitzky, Minstrels of
the Dawn: The Folk-Protest Singer as a Cultural Hero (Chicago: Nelson Hall, 1976)
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8
From a letter to A. Grove Day, dated December, 1929, printed in Elaine Steinbeck and Robert Wallsten, eds., Steinbeck: A Life in Letters (London: Pan Books,
1979), p. 19. Robert DeMott includes "the poignant refrains of American folk
music" in a long list of the "haunting voices and visions" which contribute to
Steinbeck's interchapters (Working Days, pp. xliv-xlv).
9
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Wallsten, eds., Steinbeck: A Life in Letters, p. 175.
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11
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Guthrie: A Life, pp. 83-85, and Jerome Rodnitzky, Minstrels of the Dawn, pp. 4-7.
For an examination of the role which gospel and blues music have played in
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galvanizing Afro-American political protest and community solidarity, see James
H. Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues: an Interpretation (N.Y.: Seabury Press, 1972).
12
Praising Guthrie's ballad as a majestic tribute to America inA Folksong History
ofAmerica: American through Its Songs (Inglewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1984),
Samuel Forcucci prints the score and lyrics to the three apolitical verses, omitting
the others without comment. Public school music textbooks do the same. Joe
Klein relates that Guthrie himself, distressed by this near-universal blanket of
casual censorship and apparently afraid that the political message of the song
would die with him, took his young son Arlo out into the back yard and taught
him the missing verses (Woody Guthrie: A Life, p. 455).
13
Unlike the overtly critical verses of"This Land Is Your Land;' the thoughtful
lyrics of Katherine Lee Bates' "America the Beautiful" are routinely included in
public school songbooks; but popular recordings of the latter song simply
repeat-and the average citizen only recalls-the initial verse and chorus ("0
beautiful for spacious skies ..."), not the more searching subsequent ones ("God
mend thy ev'ry flaw/Confirm thy soul with self-control!And Liberty in law;'
"May God thy gold refine/'Til all success be nobleness/ And ev'ry gain divine"),
and the implicit reservations in those lines about the fulfillment of America's
magnificent promise are not discussed.
On a similar point, Bob Dylan's famous musical protest against racism and the
war in Vietnam, "Biowin' In The Wind;' purged of all its lyrics, now often soothes
Americans in elevators and dentists' offices, converted into Musak for universal
consumption.
14
Joe Klein, Woody Guthrie: A Life, pp. 77-78.
15
As Ed Ward, Geoffrey Stokes, and Ken Tucker note in Rock of Ages: the Rolling
StoneHistoryofRock'n' Roll (N.Y.: Rolling Stone Press/Summit Books, 1986, p. 25),
folk music was "simultaneously preserved and destroyed" by the opportunities
for mass transmission and cross-fertilization of styles which recording and radio
made possible. The complex irony in the folk revivalist/preserver's role is illustrated by Alan Lomax's relationship to Guthrie; for in laboring to establish
Guthrie as a professional recording artist and published composer-and in
collecting and popularizing the music of American regional folk performersLomax helped make mass distribution and commodification possible for an art
that he perceived to be preindustrial and antipathetic to commercial capitalism,
both in spirit and in the circumstances of its creation and transmission.
16
See for example Klein, pp. 203-205 and Rodnitzky, p. 7. "Me and The
Others" and other Guthrie material discussed in this section can be found in
Guthrie's Born To Win (N.Y.: MacMillan, 1965, edited with an introduction by
Robert Shelton), pp. 25ff.

39

The Metaphysics
of Style

Marilyn R. Chandler

Q

UENTIN Anderson's claim that all significant American literature
of the 19th and 20th centuries has roots in Emersonian transcendentalism holds true for The Grapes of Wrath if one looks at the
novel through a metaphysical rather than a social lens, recognizing that
stylistic devices and narrative techniques are a means of conveying an
implied metaphysics. I would like here to examine several of the narrative and stylistic d evices that Steinbeck shares with Emerson, Thoreau,
and Whitman and to explore some of the implications of his own a pplication of these recognizably transcendental modes of presentation.
The term "Emersonian" certainly includes the notion that the universal is expressed in the particular. Both Emerson and Thoreau have consistent movement from fact to m etaphor to idea-a widening gyre of
meaning that begins in careful and accurate observation of a single fact or
description of a single object or event. The habit of analogical thinking is
imparted to their readers so thoroughly that it ultimately becomes
virtually impossible to regard any piece of simple information as neutral.
Rather everything assumes resonance and significance, and the
analogical or metaphorical relationship between a fact or event and a universal idea hardly needs to be articulated.
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Steinbeck follows this didactic pattern, teaching his readers in the same
way first to notice, then to interpret, then to u~versalize. The universals
may be designated in social rather than metaphysical terms (the Bank, the
Owners) but the essentially theological" habit of mind remains intact. It
is significant, moreover, that the first conversation Tom Joad has upon
returning home to the Oklahoma farm is with the disillusioned preacher,
Casy, whose patently transcendental ideas represent an intriguing but
disturbing departure from the evangelical orthodoxies that provide the
simple farm folks with their comforts and certainties. ( I figgered, 'Why
do we got to hang it on God or Jesus? Maybe; I figgered, 'maybe it's all
men an' all women we love; maybe that's the Holy Sperit-the human
sperit-the whole shebang. Maybe all men got one big soul ever'body's a
part of: Now I sat there thinkin' it, an' all of a suddent-I knew it I knew it
so deep down that it was true, and I still know it:' (pp. 32-33) 1 This
passage is both a capsule summary of Emerson's doctrine of the Oversoul and a humanizing of religious ideas. The implied epistemology of
Casy's "all of a suddent-I knew it .. :' asserts the validity of an intuitive
and introspective way of arriving at truths not available to the rational
intellect, as Emerson prescribes in "Self Reliance" and liThe American
Scholar:' Casy' s consciousness mirrors the narrator's in some respects, in
that both have a way of seeing particular events that makes them universally significant object lessons. Like Emerson, Casy has renounced
orthodoxy in order to transfer his theology to a wider, and more secular,
canvas.
In The Grapes of Wrath, human problems that might several generations
earlier have been construed theologically are translated into secular
terms: the struggle between man and Almighty God, reconceived by the
romantics as a contest between man and nature, is recast as a struggle
between the individual and anonymous political and social forces. As
Thoreau attributed to nature the manipulations of human destiny that
Jonathan Edwards would have attributed to God, so Steinbeck organizes
social institutions and attributes to them mysterious powers apparently
beyond individual reach or control, thus revealing the smallness of individual lives even while providing a context for heroic action. The "great
owners with access to history, with eyes to read history .. :' (p. 247) or
"the widening government'' (p. 154) hover like Yeats' spiritus mundi over
a troubled landscape. If, like Richard Chase and others, the questions that
have shaped American literary tradition are regarded as essentially
theological or metaphysical ones progressively secularized by each
generation of writers, Steinbeck's consistency with that tradition
becomes clear. ·
Another manifestation of the analogical and metaphoric habit of mind
lies in juxtapositions that require sudden and radical shifts of perspective. Our mind's eye is at one moment roving across the map of a conti11
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nent or an endless field of dying com and the next focused upon a turtle's
exploratory claws or the rhythmic grinding of a truckdriver's jaws as he
chews a piece of gum or Ma's hand stirring potatoes in a pot. This pattern
of sudden dimensional changes is carried out on a temporal as well as a
spatial plane; historicaL and even geological, frames of reference alternate with intense focus upon the immediate, quotidian passage of the
story from event to event, the movement of the old truck from place to
place, the intimate rituals of suppertime and pitching camp. All readerly
faculties are called into play as the shift is from epic to lyric modes, from
the timeless to the timebound. Squatting by the car one evening, Ma
reminisces, " 'I can remember the choppin' block back home with a
feather caught on it, all criss-crossed with cuts an' black with chicken
blood.' Pa's voice took on her tone. 'I seen the ducks today; he said.
'Wedgin' South-high up. Seems like they're awful dinky. An' I seen the
blackbirds a-settin' in the wires, an' the doves was on the fences.' Ma
opened her eyes and looked at him. He went on, 'I seen a little whirlwin',
like a man a-spinnin' acrost a fiel.' An' the ducks drivin' on down, wedgin'
on down to the southward' ". (p. 335) The effect of this kind of passage is
similar to that produced in the first stanza of Wallace Stevens's notably
transcendental poem: "Among twenty snowy mountains,/ the only
moving thing/ Was the eye of the blackbird.'' The mind's eye is
momentarily confused by attempting simultaneously to see the
panoramic and the particular.
Another such precedent is in Willa Cather's frequent use of the wide
land or of the vast stretches of geological history as a startling and often
ironizing context for a tiny detail-a plough on a hillside, an insect
crawling on a leaf, a woman hanging clothes on a line. To integrate objects
or events of such disparate dimensions requires exactly the kind of transcendental thinking Emerson preached and Thoreau practiced: intense
focus upon the particular, the incidental, the accidental in order to get to
the essential, which is that discoverable quality in each thing that speaks
of all things and suddenly widens the understanding to include the
cosmos.
The dark side of the transcendentalist's pursuit of the absolute so
ironically and exhaustively explored in Moby Dick is echoed in The Grapes
of Wrath. The motley community aboard the Pequod, disparate in their
private aims but united in having consigned themselves to a common lot
and ultimately a common quest, has its comic parallels in the loads and
Wilsons, a captive crew on their truck in the vast southwestern desert,
surviving on hopes that they only dimly suspect may be illusory, involved
in a journey whose fatal possibilities haunt them with every empty water
bucket or blown gasket Like the original Ishmael, they are outcasts and
wanderers, both escaping and pursuing, driven by alternating desperation and desire and by ends not entirely conscious or explicit. Stein-
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beck's oft-discussed intercalary chapters, like Melville's, serve a variety of
purposes, both aesthetic and didactic. Each becomes a new center or still
point around which the movement of events seems to circulate, in effect
reiterating the Emersonian notion that the center can be-and isanywhere-a notion whose darker implications it was left for Melville
and his naturalist and modernist descendants to explore. Each of these
speculative stopping points seems to supply a key that unlocks a different and often disturbing reading of the whole.
The romantic notion of wholeness is both reaffirmed and ironized in a
meshing of techniques traceable to Whitman on the one hand and to
Fitzgerald, Hemingway, and Dos Passos on the other. Here are echoes of
Whitman in the opening lines of Chapter 14, for instance:
The Western land, nervous under the beginnings of change.
The Western states, nervous as horses before a thunder storm.
The great owners, nervous, sensing a change, knowing
nothing of the nature of the change. The great owners, striking
at the immediate thing, the widening government, the
growing labor unity; striking at new taxes, at plans; not
knowing these things are results, not causes. Results, not
causes; results, not causes. The causes lie deep and simplythe causes are a hunger in a stomach, multiplied a million
times; a hunger in a single soul, hunger for joy and some
security, multiplied a million times; muscles and mind aching
to grow, to work, to create, multiplied a million times. The last
clear definite function of man-muscles aching to work,
minds aching to create beyond the single need-this is man.
To build a wall, to build a house, a dam, and in the wall and
house and dam to put something of Mansel£, and to Mansel£
take back something of the wall, the house, the dam; to take
hard muscles from the lifting, to take the clear lines and form
from conceiving. For man, unlike any other thing organic or
inorganic in the universe, grows beyond his work, walks up
the stairs of his concepts, emerges ahead of his accomplishments. This you may say of man-when theories change and
crash, when schools, philosophies, when narrow dark alleys
of thought, national, religious, economic, grow and disintegrate, man reaches, stumbles forward, painfully, mistakenly
sometimes. Having stepped forward, he may slip back, but
only half a step, never the full step back. This you may say and
know it and know it. (p. 154)
The rhythm of the cumulative sentences, the broad rhetorical gestures
like arms flung wide to embrace mankind, and the implied attainment of
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intuitive certainties at the end recall Whitman's verse almost to the point
of replication. Moreover, Whitmanesque litanies like the list of license
plates from many states that stream by on Route 66 or the lists of
paraphernalia the travelers dragged with them reinforce a sense of the
whole as an assemblage of incongruous particulars recognizable as a
unity only by a narrating-or cosmic-consciousness, detached and distant enough from the mire of human activity to see the pattern. The
license plates testify that there is an America." And the local differences
of speech and mannerism that distinguish travelers from Arkansas and
Oklahoma and Kansas-and Massachusetts where they speak "differentest of all"-blend into a collage of sounds, which are drawn
together in chapters where the antagonisms among factions of the
population are brought together in a single composite dialogue.
Similarly, the movement of many small vehicles along Route 66 becomes
a single tidal wave sweeping across the desert; and the cars in a used car
lot, an emblem of the people: "Cadillacs, La Salles, Buicks, Plymouths,
Packards, Chevvies, Fords, Pontiacs. Row on row, headlights glinting in
the afternoon sun. Good Used Cars.... Lined up side by side. Good used
cars. Bargains. Clean, runs good". (p. 67)
The cataloguing that suggests a vision of wholeness attainable by
enumeration, the notion of diversity within ultimate unity, and the location of single figures on sweeping canvases of time and space, all
reminiscent of Whitman's wide-angle vision, are ironized by the obvious
failure of completion, perspective, or wholeness in the destiny and consciousness of the characters, who seem at times to be, not simply elements in a great shifting pattern whose configurations they are not in a
position to see or understand, but also seem to be the butt of a cosmic
joke, very like some of Melville's characters in moments when we see
them through a lens darkened by cynicism. If cynicism is indeed simply
the flip side of romanticism, the consistencies in Steinbeck's appropriation of the romantic heritage here again remain intact.
And as modernism is philosophically related to romanticism by reaction and antithesis, so Steinbeck's use of romantic devices and conventions is similarly qualified and ironized by jarring discontinuities,
shocking juxtapositions, and depictions of a gradual erosion of those
things that make for community, cohesiveness, and continuity. Like the
party scenes in The Great Gatsby, where a collage of color and sound is
viewed from a distance to produce a single kaleidoscopic image, a
number of scenes in The Grapes of Wrath produce an image of a whole
which, however, provides no sense of meaning in wholeness. The view of
the whole is not comforting, but bewildering.
Plurality of perspectives is another stylistic device of the modernists
employed here to similar effect as in Dos Passos' USA, where the camera
angle shifts constantly and movement is from scene to scene with
11
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cinematic cuts that suggest a limited and directed vision. The whole that
results is made of "a heap of broken images:'
For all its romanticism, the novel makes no apparent claim to comprehensive vision. It ultimately stops short of cosmic certainties-and even
of the notion that if we back off far enough we will see the pattern and be
enlightened. There is, in fact, a pattern, but it does not seem to add up to
the sort of meaning that empowers; the transcendental formula for
attaining to Truth serves simply to prove that Truth cannot be told,
though stories can And even the enterprise of storytelling becomes not a
simple transmission of lore, but a complex act ridden with possibilities of
falsehood, achievable only by a pattern of assertion and qualification that
works, like a complicated dance step, to interest us in action and words
themselves and in the collective patterns of individual destinies about
which there can be no universal and resounding conclusion.

Note
1
All references to The Grapes of Wrath are to the Viking Critical Library Edition,
Penguin Books, 1972, Peter Lisca, ed.
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The Grapes of Wrath at 50:
The Critical Perspective 1

John Ditsky

W

RITING an introductory survey to almost 50 years of criticism of
a single wo rk-as I had the chance to do recently in assemb ling
the G. K. H all volume Critical Essays 011 Steinbeck's 'The Grapes of Wrath"
(1989)- is and sh ould be a process of re-education. Th e ra re occasion to
read and evaluate half a century of wri ting ab out a single novel, and in
chronological ord er to boot, gives opportun ity fo r reflection on the
movements w ithin that body of criticism: the trends, developme nts, a nd
te ndencies that characte rize its growth ultimately can be seen to give that
growth both shape and thrust. Naturally enough, as anyo n e involved in
such a project can attest, even though the publication was in prepa ration
for more than two years, inevitably there were omissions of items that
came to the editor's attention too late for inclusion. This rep ort on my
findings provides a necessarily personalized and not q uite scholarly
introduction to my volume's Introduction, bo iling it d own to an even
thicker consomme. I then will turn to con sideration of a collection of
essays not wholly unlike my own in stated scope, but a collection which
appeared wh en I was preoccupied with putting my own manuscript into
final shape, so that I had n ot seen it.
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I

Those who remember the Great Depression and its intellectual value
system will not be surprised to learn that the earliest criticism of The
Grapes of Wrath, including most of its initial reviews, had to do with questions about fidelity to fact. In one after another unmemorable essay, the
good citizens and politicians of California and Oklahoma wondered
aloud whether John Steinbeck had not deliberately misrepresented the
conditions currently being endured by the Okie migrants and their
families in their new lives under the Bear Flag (as well as their old ones at
home in the Midwest). Shorn of its local chauvinistic biases, this way of
reading-or not reading- The Grapes of Wrath has hardly disappeared.
There are still old associates of Steinbeck around, as well as younger parties who never knew the man, who take it on faith that his central purpose in writing his novel was, or should have been, the documentary
representation of Dust Bowl migratory labor conditions in the late 30s.
Other reviews characteristic of the period ask whether Steinbeck was
an adequate enough Party man to do the job he had set out to do.
Conversely, there were those who aimed to defend the writer from the
charge of narrow political opportunism. But there was the War beginning, and as Roy S. Simmonds has pointed out, The Grapes of Wrath
managed to attract attention (at least in England) more in spite of the
times than because of them. Relative aesthetes asked somewhat prissier
questions, such as whether Steinbeck could be absolved of the charge
that he had been guilty of "Bad Taste," and some defenders of public
morality claimed that the text promoted moral corruption.
But glimmerings of a more perceptive sort of criticism began to appear
almost at once: V. F. Calverton's article praises Steinbeck's realistic
portrayal of characters and situations, and Harry Thornton Moore's
volume on Steinbeck's novels makes note of Steinbeck's literary attainment of a quasi-epical form. And Frederic I. Carpenter's "The
Philosophical Joads" was perhaps the first critical article to look beneath
the surfaces of things to the extent of noting how Steinbeck's thinking in
Grapes represents a weaving together of such classic strands of American
thought as those found in Emerson, Dewey, Whitman, and William
James. By the early 40s, critics were beginning to put some distance
between themselves and the earlier, simplistic objections to alleged
shortcomings in Steinbeck's politics, philosophy, and expression. And
since Carey McWilliams' Factories in the Fields firmly substantiated the
validity of Steinbeck's account of migrant working conditions, by the end
of World War II critics could-in the wake of the 1943 publication of the
original Viking Portable Steinbeck- turn their attentions to a more serious
examination of The Grapes of Wrath as a work of art. 2
Following Frederic Carpenter's lead, critics of the late 40s turned
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increasingly to SteinbeclCs ideas, nearly always taking it for granted that
he derived them, so that the critic's task was to identify the source-most
often cited was SteinbeclCs marine-biologist friend, Edward F. Ricketts.
But critical interest continued to snag on the fact that Steinbeck as writer
refused to behave like a doctrinaire naturalist, a fact increasingly evident
in his writings after Grapes. Woodburn 0. Ross rather famously captioned the author "naturalism's priest," while Bernard Bowron typified
the increasingly dismissive attitude of the critical dog days of the 50s by
terming the novel a " 'wagons west' romance:' Romance it surely was,
though it would take a good deal longer for readers of Steinbeck to begin
to see how the term could be applied to Grapes constructively, and
without pejorative connotations. 3
The 50s might seem a fairly dull period in Grapes studies, yet much
attention was paid then to the book's religious, particularly Christian,
usages, sometimes as though Steinbeck himself had not known they were
so significantly there. Simply finding parallels of this sort without fully
understanding the reasons for their presence, however, can be an enterprise as empty as coming up with further Homeric implications in
another big book called, after all, Ulysses. The College English debates over
SteinbeclCs ~~christian" elements did die down in time, to be followed by
such milestones in Steinbeck criticism as the Tedlock and Wicker anthology of essays and Peter Lisca's enormously influential volume on Steinbeck's work to 1958. When Warren French's first volume on Steinbeck
made its appearance three years later, not only was a core of serious
Steinbeck specialists firmly established, but it had begun to be possible to
see Grapes as a unique development nonetheless fitted into the context of
an ongoing canon of work, albeit still largely mechanically and
chronologically. But that new core of Steinbeck specialists, even as it
began to expand, almost immediately had to start gathering its wagons
into circles against the attacks on Steinbeck-and even Grapes-of such
contemptuous critics as Arthur Mizener, enraged at the very notion that
Steinbeck had been given the Nobel Prize. 4
Having in effect parted company with many of their fellow Americanists, Steinbeck specialists have largely responded to their colleagues'
indictments of Steinbeck with a kind of plea-bargaining, indicating
willingness to trade off this or that amount of writing after Grapes for a
modicum of respect for the major works, Grapes always included-that
book irritating some, of course, by its habit of consistently showing up on
independently-arrived-at lists of great American novels. Walter Allen
was such an independent critic, as his survey of American and English
novels demonstrated when it appeared in 1963-the same year as Joseph
Fontenrose's John Steinbeck: An Introduction and Interpretation, an
engagingly rich series title that seeks out mythical patterns in all of SteinbeclCs works. Also making its appearance that year was Warren French's
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A Companion to "The Grapes of Wrath," the first collection of critical essays
entirely on this novel. s
The 60s brought increasingly specialized treatments of The Grapes of
Wrath. Fresh views came from a number of perspectives: the biological,
the economic, the linguistic, the symbolic, the familial, the philosophical,
the structuraL and, of course, everlastingly, the biblical. Like this 50th
anniversary year, the 30th commemoration of the publication of The
Grapes of Wrath produced a spate of exceptional activity in Steinbeck
studies, including Agnes MeN eill Donohue's Crowell Casebook of essays
on the novel and Lester J. Marks' volume of criticism, Thematic Design in
the Novels of John Steinbeck-the first volume able to cover all of the
recently deceased writer's output. A broadening of interest was inspired
by Tetsumaro Hayashi's newly-founded Steinbeck Society and Steinbeck
Quarterly. While some critics pursued finer and finer topics, other simply
reflected the concerns of their times, such as labor agitation and the
ecology. Richard Astra and Howard Levant published studies on Steinbeck's philosophy and structure, respectively, and Peter Lisca's critical
edition of the text-featuring as well useful reprinted essays on itappeared. Some of us were still arguing about such topics as the validity
of the novel's concluding scene, perhaps in the process beginning to
recognize something of Steinbeck's ability to experiment with texture
and tonality. 6
In the last decade of criticism, a period roughly covering the years
1975-85, a good many of the favorite topics were apparently laid to rest.
Steinbeck's documentary accuracy, for example, was suitably replaced by
comparative studies of such figures as documentary photographer
Dorothea Lange. Martha Heasley Cox and Jackson J. Benson provided
thorough accounts of the coming-to-be of the noveL and, as I write, the
publication is new of Robert DeMott's edition of the journals Steinbeck
kept while writing The Grapes of Wrath. Changed emphases were reflected
in the revisions of Peter Lisca's and Warren French's critical volumes,
even in terms of formats and structures. Fresh views came from Sylvia
Cook and Roy S. Simmonds, and the first feminist studies of Steinbeck
were published by Sandra Beatty and Mimi Reise! Gladstein, clear indications of a field of interest which others are certain to enter.
Reminiscences by persons who had known the writer during the
period in which Grapes was written continued to appear. But the main
event of the period was the emergence-after 15 years of struggle-of
Jackson Benson's thorough biography of Steinbeck, a monumental effort
whosEt_keystone can be argued to be the process of the creation of The
Grapes of Wrath. Books by Louis Owens and John Timmerman made their
contributions. 7 And then the tempo of Steinbeck criticism, particularly
with respect to Grapes, picked up with the approach of this 50th anniversary. A palpable edge has been given to the proceedings by the activities
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of such individuals as Ted Hayashi at Ball State University, Susan
Shillinglaw at San Jose State University, and John Gross at the Steinbeck
Library in Salinas; and not just Grapes study but also that of Steinbeck's
works as a whole have benefited from the extra attention provided by
conferences at San Jose State, two International Congresses, with a third
under planning, and the Soviet-American meetings in August and
October, 1989.
The present day arrives with a heightened awareness of the importance of Steinbeck's masterpiece. The old critical issues truly seem
exhausted to us now, if some of them were indeed critical at all. Jackson
Benson's biography and Robert DeMott's volume on Steinbeck's reading
have given new impetus to studies of Grapes, based on what we now
understand of Steinbeck's life and thought; and just as our knowledge
has changed and deepened, so too should the studies of the future amply
demonstrate that there is plenty left to be said about The Grapes of Wrath. A
masterpiece is not" eternal"; it alters with time, just as time and it alter its
audience.
II

As promised earlier, I would like to tum to one of the most recent
phenomena in the history of The Grapes of Wrath criticism, a volume that
came to my attention too late to be included in my survey. I refer to
Harold Bloom's John Steinbeck's "The Grapes of Wrath." 8 Unlike my collection but like its predecessors, it consists entirely of previously published
essays. Bloom is also the editor of a general volume on Steinbeck that
shows good sense in making use of the same introduction (of which,
more later), since both time and thinking were saved thereby.
The essays in Bloom's volume are bracketed by two already referred to:
Carpenter's pioneering piece on the philosophical threads in the novel
and Gladstein's discussion of the "indestructible" women in Grapes. In
between are six other pieces of interest, arranged chronologically, thus
giving implied emphasis to the 33-year gap between Carpenter's essay
and the chapter from Howard Levant's The Novels of John Steinbeck which
follows. Levant's structural analyses of Steinbeck's fictions have troubled
me for some time, for they seem to demand that the writer play by rules
imposed from without, rather than respecting authorial intention. Levant
praises Grapes overall but admits to a "certain horrid fascination" with
Steinbeck's allegorization of the novel's final quarter, resulting in what
Levant considers "aesthetic failure." Next, James D. Brasch most interestingly shows how Steinbeck uses Ecclesiastes-a healthy dose of what
his title calls "Old Testament Skepticism"-to balance what many readers
have misread as the simplistic uplift provided by Casy's function as
Christ-figure.
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Approaching Levant's conclusions from a different direction, Floyd C.
Watkins's 1977 chapter "Flat Wine from The Grapes of Wrath" argues that
in spite of what has been written before and since about the coming-to-be
of Steinbeck's novel, a number of factual errors confirms the judgment
that Steinbeck erred in writing about "Okies, a people he did not know."
Watkins knows that playing his pedant's game of spot-the-mistake does
not in itself negate Steinbeck's artistry, but he concludes that the evidence supports his view that the book is finally "allegorical, invented;'
"fantasy;' "false:' Sylvia Jenkins Cook points to Steinbeck's distancing
from the intellectual ferment of the early-30s New York Left as the ultimate reason for what she sees as the declining significance of Grapes; but
her fascinating essay seems to see politics as the wellspring of artistic
innovation in a way that makes it difficult to make even a grudging admission of Steinbeck's achievements without framing them in the context of
Depression rhetoric.
Donald Pizer's essay "The Enduring Power of the Joads'' also, like
Levant's, cuts cookie: giving Grapes coverage in a volume on literary
naturalism inevitably subjects the book to value judgments based on
orthodox naturalistic theory. Thus Pizer summarizes Grapes as
"naturalism suffering the inevitable consequences of its soft thinking and
its blatant catering to popular interests" but says that, nonetheless, the
Joads hold our attention in spite of, not because of, what Carpenter called
their philosophy. Lastly, John J. Conder's "Steinbeck and Nature's Self"
praises the book precisely because it departs from the tenets of strict
literary naturalism; Conder's estimable reading shows that as recently as
1984, it was possible-no, probable-that outside the core community of
Steinbeck scholars The Grapes of Wrath suffered from a dated attribution of
literary labels.
Provocative and well-written as these essays are, they hardly reflect the
current state of Steinbeck studies, centered on the Steinbeck Quarterly-a
devoted but hardly adoring crowd yet typified by the tendency to read
more sympathetically than the critics in Bloom's volume, which provides
little in the way of a long view, little of the perspective we might expect
after nearly 50 years of criticism.
In the absence of better information, one can hardly do other than
speculate that the collection represents the attitudes of its editor, a man
who has distinguished himself in so many areas of criticism that he can
scarcely have had time to concentrate on John Steinbeck or even his bestknown title. But it is to Bloom's introduction that I wish to turn. In it,
Bloom asserts that none of the work after Grapes "bears rereading," that Of
Mice and Men is "marred;' while In Dubious Battle is "a period piece;' and
The Grapes of Wrath itself is "very problematical;' "lacks invention;' and
has characters that are "not persuasive representations of human inwardness:' He takes as patent Steinbeck's indebtedness to Hemingway, using
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for comparison two descriptions of landscape that he assumes are meant
to achieve the same effects. Failing as a stylist, a constructor of plot, and a
creator of character, Bloom's Steinbeck nonetheless aimed high-which
is to say that Bloom's Steinbeck attempted to emulate Emerson-but
failed in the attempt, because "he fell into bathos in everything he wrote:'
Having made both negative comparisons by way of fiat, Bloom concludes
that though Steinbeck is "not ... inescapable;' his masterwork refuses to
go away. In the end, Bloom accords Grapes the palm of being "compassionate narrative" about the "great social issues of its era" that Bloom
thinks may or may not represent literary merit.
Many of us who have been rereading Steinbeck's works over the last
several years strenuously disagree with this narrowly-argued and egregiously condescending summation. From the brief critical survey of the
first half of this essay, the reader will have recognized Bloom's views as
like the sort of caviling found in some of the earliest reviews of The Grapes
of Wrath. In short, by presenting a volume of criticism of an American
masterpiece that purports to represent the best of 50 years of Grapes
criticism, Harold Bloom may be said instead to have provided a genuine
map of misreading of Steinbeck's acknowledged triumph.
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Looking Back
After 50 Years

Leslie A. Fiedler

W

HEN The Grapes of Wrath was first published qn the eve of World
War II, it was acclaimed (or at least so it then seemed) by all men
of good will. Only pious hypocrites and reactionary yahoos demurred:
labelling it "vulgar," " obscene; ' " false," and " un-American," even as its
more extravagant admire rs were hailing it as a uniquely Ame rican
maste rpiece, worthy of being ranked with Moby Dick and Leaves of Grass.
Ironically enough, it is this h yperbolic assessment which continues to
appear as a jacket blurb on its latest editions. I say ironically because more
rece ntly the critical consensus has drastically changed. Indeed, whenafter the passage of 25 years-Stein beck was belatedly given the Nobel
Prize for Literature, most re putable critics greeted the n ews with derision and scorn. Typical of the response was that of Arthur Mizener who
d eplored the granting " of this most distinguished prize to a w rite r whose
real but limited talent is wate red d own by tenth-rate philosophizing."
Moreover, even after a nother quarter of a century, as distinguished a
critic as Harold Bloom agreed, writing that "because h e inevitably falls
into ba thos, lacks invention and is incapable of creating characters with
real inwardness" Steinbeck is clearly not one of the " inescapable
novelists" of America, like Faulkne r and H emingway, Ralph Ellison and
Thomas Pynchon.
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But why, I feel impelled to ask, has Steinbeck's reputation thus
declined-so swiftly, indeed, that by 1962, as Mizener was able to contend with few to say him nay, most serious readers" had long since
"ceased reading him:' Surely this state of affairs cannot be, despite what
an ever-diminishing number of hardcore fans-chiefly Californiansargue, because a conspiracy of"Eastern intellectuals" caused The Grapes of
Wrath to disappear from the required reading lists in the majority of
University courses in American literature all up and down our land: lists
on which, it is worth noting, other provincial authors, Western, MidWestern, and Southern continue to appear. To understand the unique
reasons for Steinbeck's precipitous decline, we must begin in quite
another way, by trying to understand the unique reasons for his initial
success.
There now seems little doubt that The Grapes of Wrath was originally
over-prized because it seemed to embody so perfectly the mood and sensibility, the anti-puritanical morality, the leftist politics-and especially
the apocalyptic vision of the 30s. To be sure, that morality, politics, and
vision were not shared even in that age by most ordinary Americanscertainly not by most blue collar workers or (hard as Steinbeck tries to
persuade us of this) the dispossessed sharecroppers of the Dust Bowl.
The vision did, however, possess the minds and hearts of some intellectuals and would-be intellectuals in the metropolitan East and Midwest,
who controlled the review sections of mass-circulation newspapers and
influential magazines. It was they who hailed Steinbeck not just as a
consummate artist but one on the right side" -i.e., one who was a
prophet of the coming of socialism.
To make him seem an artist on the level of Melville or Whitman, they
had to ignore all in him that was maudlin, sentimental, and overblown,
which was not easy. But it was even harder to make him seem an
unequivocal advocate of a collectivist society as defined by the
Communists, fellow-travellers, and sympathizers, who at that point
claimed to speak for the artists and intellectuals of America. They had to
simplify his profoundly ambiguous (not to say, hopelessly contradictory) politics; ignoring, for instance his eccentric biologism, his
stubborn individualism, his irrational fear of mechanization, indeed, of
modernism and industrialism in general. But especially disconcerting
was his essentially reactionary agrarianism-projected in the Joads's
dream of living happily ever after in a snug little cottage on their very own
little plot of fertile land.
But the more single-minded liberals found it possible to do what they
wanted by emphasizing elements in Steinbeck's muddled thought which
they found more comfortably orthodox. These elements included the
belief that only a violent revolutionary uprising of the exploited classes
could deliver America from poverty, injustice, and the threat of war; that
11

11
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the mounting wrath of those classes meant that such a revolution was just
around the comer; and that, in any case, capitalism was doomed-and
with it, the military, the police, organized religion-ultimately, the
nuclear family itself. But none of what he and his liberal admirers then
foresaw, of course, has come to pass. In the United States, not only has
socialism not triumphed, but the very dream of it has died for all but an
ever-diminishing minority, chiefly academics with tenure, who write in a
jargon comprehensible only to each other. Moreover, not the revolution
which Steinbeck prophesied, but World War II, which he nowhere
predicts, ended the Great Depression.
Consequently, capitalism has continued to flourish everywhere, not
only in America and Western Europe but in rapidly developing countries of the once-underdeveloped Far East; and it begins to make inroads
even in the Soviet Union and its satellite states. Nor has organized religion shown any signs of withering away. Rather, for some decades now,
we have been witnessing the revival of traditional faiths; and the sects
which prosper the best are, alas, the most puritanical, fundamentalist,
fanaticaL and mutually intolerant. The only social change that Steinbeck
foresaw that has actually occurred is the erosion of the nuclear family.
Contrary to his expectations, however, it has not expanded into a communal meta-family, a family of all humankind; but has shrunk so rapidly
that in my own lifetime I have seen the two-parent family with 1.7 kids
replace the multi-generational household swarming with children,
grandchildren, and at least a grandma in attendance. And that two-parent
domicile in tum begins to yield to the single parent family.
Not surprisingly, then, as the hopes and dreams of the 30s have proved
delusive (persisting only in the vestigial nostalgia of unreconstructed
"liberals"), the reputation of those books whose popularity depended in
large part on embodying the dreams have tended to decline. Not only The
Grapes of Wrath but also John Dos Passos's USA and James T. Farrell's Studs
Lonigan, novels once also considered masterworks that would live for all
time, have not outlived the ideology that informed them. It should not be
thought, however, that their recent devaluation is explicable in purely
ideological terms. While it is true that many of the latter-day critics
(including me) who have devalued those novels are committed to quite
different ideologies, this commitment has not prevented us from
admiring other writers of the age whose political sympathies were more
like theirs than ours. Even as we have sought to exclude Steinbeck, Dos
Passos, and Farrell from the canon, we have done our best to replace
them with writers like Nathanael West and Henry Roth, who, though
overlooked or undervalued in their own time, were stauncher supporters of the Communist political line than the former. Unlike Steinbeck et al., however, the latter did not submit to the aesthetic line of the
Cultural Commissars in Moscow, who had decreed that realism, "social
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realism;' was the only viable mode for "progressive" fiction in the 20th
century.
Instead West and Roth emulated certain earlier avant-garde, experimental writers whom those Commissars had condemned as pettybourgeois decadents. Roth, for instance, made no bones about his
indebtedness to James Joyce and T. S. Eliot, and West was clearly
influenced by the French Dadaists and Surrealists; both, that is to say,
wrote in the tradition that we have come to call "Modernism." Small
wonder then that when the American critical establishment, which determines the rank order of our books, came in the first half of the 20th century to judge these books by Modernist standards, it was Roth and West
rather than Steinbeck, Dos Passos, and Farrell whom they placed on the
top of their lists. Steinbeck seemed to them particularly problematical
since, though not a naif like Farrell, he did not, like the more sophisticated Dos Passos, adopt even superficially the devices of experimental
fiction.
Not only did they fault him for being an old-fashioned realist,
apparently blissfully unaware of the Joycean "revolution of the word";
they condemned him, too, for his equally obsolescent optimism: his
failure to seek, much less attain, the "tragic" view of human existence
which they had come to regard as essential to all great art. They found
him guilty, moreover, of what seemed to them the four cardinal literary
sins: didacticism, sentimentality, stereotyping, and melodrama. Rather
than remaining remote and invisible behind his text, he consistently
(they charged) leans over his readers' shoulders to tell them exactly what
he means.
So, too (they further contended), he eschews evasive irony in favor of
shameless sentimentality, thereby not only flattening out all nuances and
ambiguity but also sacrificing plausibility for the sake of easy pathos.
Certainly this sacrifice happens in the infamous schmaltzy scene at the
roadside hamburger stand, in which an improbably soft-hearted waitress,
counterman, and pair of truckers conspire to get into the hands of a
couple of Okie kids the candy canes they lust for but which their (poor
but honest, of course) parents cannot afford. It all eventuates in a kind of
soupy kindness contest, whose winners are indicated when the waitress
sighs "reverently'' behind their departing backs, "Truck drivers!" It is a
sentiment we are expected to share, along with the implicit message that
all proles are noble; leaving readers with a more complex view of human
nature, rich or poor, more inclined to snigger than sigh.
Such sentimentality depends, indeed, on stock responses to the stock
characters who appear everywhere in the pages of The Grapes of Wrath.
Nor is it only supernumerary walk-ons who are cliches out of the
common stock of the time. Even the major characters whom he most carefully delineates tend to turn into such stereotypes. The most notorious
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instance of this is to be found in his set piece in praise of Ma Joad, Her
hazel eyes," Steinbeck writes, pulling out the stops, "seemed to have
experienced all possible tragedy and to have surmounted pain and
suffering like steps into a high calm and superhuman understanding....
From her position as a healer, her hands had grown sure and cool and
quiet; from her position as an arbiter she had become remote and faultless in judgment as a goddess ..." Not only does the inflated Mother's
Day greeting card rhetoric of this passage have little to do with any actual
mothers; it has even less to do with the complex, passionate woman who
elsewhere in the text stands off her husband with a jack handle in her fist
and murder in her eye. It is as if Steinbeck were somehow compelled to
falsify his own vision at its truest as well as life itself.
Such reduction of multi-dimensional characters leads inevitably to
simplifying the complex intermingling of good and evil in human affairs
to black and white melodrama, in which all the good is portrayed as being
on one side, our side, all the bad on the other, their side. In Steinbeck's
case, as is appropriate to the leftist ideology of his time, our side is, of
course, that of the expropriated and exploited; while the hated other is
identified with the exploiting bourgeoisie: the Shitheels," as the roadside
hamburger stand waitress inelegantly calls them, who heartlessly ride by,
or over, the starving children of the poor. Such relentless travesty of the
rich (only born-again Christians are more brutally caricatured) is especially ironical in the case of an author who was himself the son of a
bourgeois family and who was already quite well off when he wrote The
Grapes of Wrath, which to compound the irony even further, made him as
close to filthy rich as any freelance writer can hope to become.
I am not, please understand, putting down Steinbeck's novel on the
grounds that it was written in bad faith. Whatever the motives of any
author (and they are, in any case, finally inscrutable), a book deserves to
be judged on its merits as a work of art. But I do feel obliged to point out
that even read with no knowledge of Steinbeck's own class origins or
financial status, The Grapes of Wrath seems clearly motivated by a kind of
guilt-ridden self-hatred, which leads him not merely to vilify his own
class but also to ask his readers to condone-even admire-in the underclass, much that we, whatever our class, would otherwise find reprehensible. Examples include not only grossness, blasphemy, and a contempt
for literacy, but habitual drunkenness, loveless tom-catting, petty
thievery, and finally mindless violence, from bar-room brawling to wifebeating and murder. Not only are we expected to see the two-time
murderer, Tom Joad, as the book's hero, a man more sinned against than
sinning; but to sympathize also with his alter ego, the infamous Pretty Boy
Floyd, for whom Ma apologizes, saying, "He warn't a bad boy. Jus' got
drove in a corner:'
The only fault of his beloved Okies which Steinbeck does not treat with
11
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mingled condescension and envy is their racism, their ingrained
prejudice against Blacks and Indians. Disconcertingly-and more than a
little implausibly-no Afro-Americans or full-blooded Native Americans actually appear in this account of a pilgrimage which begins on the
edge of the Black Belt and passes through the heart of what was once
known as the Indian territory, suggesting that the author himself shares to
some degree the ethnocentrism of his characters. In any case, he reminds
us over and over that they are all 100 per cent WASPs, ureal Americans''
of pure pioneer stock. He refers, however, only in passing-half
apologetically, as it were-to the negrophobia for which in the after years
the descendants of his Okies have become notorious.
Negroes (invariably called "niggers" in the text) are referred to only
twice: first in a passage early in the book in which we are permitted to
overhear the song which keeps ringing in Tom Joad's head as he returns
home from jail. And then we spied a nigger with a trigger that was bigger
that an elephant's proboscis ...";and next in the scraps of conversation at
a roadside camp on which we are also allowed to eavesdrop, ua lady back
home, won't mention no names, had a nigger kid all of a sudden. Never
did hunt out that nigger ... Couldn't hold up her head no more ..." It is
hard to tell what Steinbeck's own attitude is toward this evocation of his
poor white's sexual jealousy and the unfulfilled threat of lynching in
response to black-white miscegenation. But there seems little doubt that
he sympathized with the family's view of Indians as the ultimate enemy,
since he repeats three times with apparent approval their thumbnail
account of their history: "Grandpa killed the Indians, Pa killed snakes for
the land. Maybe we can kill banks .. :'
It was finally, however, not on moral grounds, much less political ones
(after all, I was still able to admire poets like Pound whom I found even
more egregious on both counts), but on esthetic ones that I originally
refused to take Steinbeck seriously. I did not, for instance, discuss him at
all in my purportedly all-inclusive study of American fiction, Love and
Death in the American Novel. In 1960 I judged him and found him wanting
(or so at least I persuaded myself) on the basis of the standards for High
Art taught to me by the apostles of Modernism. And even now, I still have
trouble coming to terms with Steinbeck, despite the fact that I no longer
believe in those standards. Indeed, for the past ten or 15 years, culminating in my latest critical book What Was Literature?, I have been doing my
best to undermine those standards, arguing that they are no longer viable,
if indeed they ever were, in a mass society like ours. In the course of doing
so, I have felt obliged to redeem the reputation of another 30s book that I
once despised, Margaret Mitchell's Gone with the Wind, which is, of course,
not merely more politically reprehensible than The Grapes of Wrath but
more flagrantly sentimental, stereotyped, didactic, and melodramatic.
Yet Gone with the Wind cannot be ignored, I have come to realize, since
11
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despite the scorn of elitist critics, it has refused to die, becoming instead
the most widely read and best loved of American books world wide; thus
passing what Samuel Johnson, himself a super-elitist, declared was the
final test of literary greatness. It has pleased many, and pleased long,
because (I have slowly learned), though both ethically and aesthetically
falling far short of excellence, it possesses in the highest degree
archetypal resonance. This quality, however, is overlooked by traditional critics who are aware of the sense in which literature must instruct
and delight but blind to the fact that to attain immortality it must also
possess mythopoeic power. It must, that is to say, create characters wholike Mitchell's Scarlett O'Hara and Rhett Butler-live on in the deep
imagination of the world, side by side not only with Odysseus and
Achilles, Hamlet and Falstaff, but also Tarzan and Sherlock Holmes,
Captain Marvel and Superman. That the first four of these characters
appear in elegantly crafted and philosophically profound works, while
the latter four were created in what initially seemed mere commercial
trash, is finally irrelevant
What does matter is that all of them have become part of the communal dreams of world culture; that they are, in this sense, true myths, as
none of the characters of The Grapes of Wrath, alas, are. No one, for
instance, in celebration of the 50th anniversary of Steinbeck's book, has
been moved to peddle ceramic images of Rose ofShardit or ofMa, as such
secular icons of Scarlett were offered to all takers in the pages of TV Guide
when the book in which she appeared reached the same venerable age.
Nonetheless, it is true that though no individual character in The Grapes of
Wrath has achieved mythic status, the lemming-like pilgrimage west of his
faceless Okies established itself almost immediately as an archetypal
image. But Steinbeck himself helped conceal this fact by insisting (not
just in obiter dicta but in the book itself) that his ambitions were quite other
than those of popular story-tellers with a mythopoeic gift.
Certainly he never spoke of himself as being like Margaret Mitchell or
Edgar Rice Burroughs, an amateur wanting only to spin a good yarn that
would entertain and make a quick buck. His desire to be taken seriously
as an artist is everywhere declared by his attempts at fine writing and,
especially, the portentous philosophical and theological reflections,
sometimes interpolated in his editorial interchapters, sometimes
entrusted-a little improbably-to Jim Casy and Tom Joad. In the latter
case, they are rendered in a kind of colloquial baby talk, which not merely
simplifies such notions as the Oversoul but also turns them into
inadvertent parody. Nonetheless, some critics-chiefly second-rank
academics whose Subject" is Steinbeck-have been led to argue quite
solemnly about whether the author is finally Christian or anti-Christian
and to discuss his debt to Emerson and St. Paul on a lofty level, as no one
has ever been tempted to talk about frankly pop books like Gone with the
Wind.
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Finally, therefore, I have decided that despite its continuing popularity
in the face of critical disapproval, The Grapes of Wrath cannot be properly
judged as a pop novel. But neither can it (for reasons which I hope I have
made sufficiently clear) be properly judged as an art novel. It is finally
something a little like but even more different from both: a tertium quid
which I do not find it easy to define, though for the rest of these remarks I
shall try.
Let me take for a starting place a more or less off-hand remark of
Edmund Wilson, who once wrote toward the end of a theoretical essay
about the nature of art: "You sometimes encounter books that seem to
mark precisely the borderlines between what is definitely superior and
work that is definitely bad-the novels of John Steinbeck for instance:' I
would, however, amend this to read "work that is definitely superior and
work that is definitely bad" by Modernist standards of high art or, more
simply, between work that is in such terms clearly "highbrow'' and that
which is unequivocally "lowbrow:'
All of Steinbeck's fiction, that is to say, The Grapes of Wrath in particular,
is "middlebrow'' {to use an awkward term which I long ago foreswore,
but have been able to find nothing to replace) and must therefore be
judged by standards different both from those appropriate to highly
crafted novels which please the minority audience and from those
suitable to indifferently crafted easy reads;' beloved by the majority
audience. What makes this judging difficult as well as necessary to do is
that middlebrow art aspires to the condition of both. On the one hand,
middlebrow writers attempt to persuade the reader of what they often
believe themselves: that they are producing high art. While, on the other
hand, sometimes quite unconsciously, middlebrow writers provide the
satisfactions of the best-seller. They want, that is to say, to have their cake
and eat it too; and occasionally they manage to do so.
I don't know how I remained unaware of this fact for so long, since the
very genre to which The Grapes of Wrath belongs has become at this point
essentially middlebrow. But it took me a while before I realized that,
though it pretends to be a semi-documentary with epic overtones, it is
really a pastoral, which the dictionary defines as: "A literary work dealing
with the life of shepherds or rural life generally ... typically drawing a
conventional contrast between the country and city ... or court ... and
often using the characters as vehicles for the expression of the author's
moral, social or literary views ..." From the start the pastoral was not
written, of course, to be read by the rustics it praised {after all, one of their
presumed virtues was their illiteracy) but by aristocrats, whom it amused
to pretend that they admired, even envied the rustics. The pastoral
remained, therefore, as late as the time of Spenser and Sidney, a courtly or
aristocratic genre-the equivalent of what came to be called later "high
art."
11
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When, however, it was re-invented in democratic, theoretically classless America as the Western and when its shepherds were turned into
cowboys, its audience .became largely middleclass, middlebrow
Easterners. Indeed, Owen Wister's The Virginian, the first long-lived
example of that new genre, was still being urged on me, along with Scott's
Ivanhoe and Eliot's Silas Marner- as a "classic'' suitable for one of my age
by my sophomore English teacher, who was quite unaware that at that
point (I was all of 15) I was already reading James Joyce and Marcel
Proust. I was also, however, reading-because no one had urged them on
me-the Westerns of schlockmasters like Zane Grey and Louis Lamour,
who at that point had turned the genre into a pop form, which in print and
translated to the screen, created-behind the backs of the critics, as it
were-one of the most enduring of American myths: the myth of the
West.
' It is that genre and that myth that Steinbeck, without confessing or
even quite knowing it, attempted to restore to middlebrow respectability
in The Grapes of Wrath. At any rate, though he may have thought of his
ambitious novel as a work of art and "serious" social commentary, the
large audience which made it a best-seller read it as a middlebrow
Western, responding not to its medium or its message but to its reevocation of the legendary journey toward the setting sun through a
dream landscape already familiar from a thousand other books and
movies. To be sure, Steinbeck's way west leads not across virgin prairies
and perilous trails but down the asphalt of Route 66, which his
protagonists travel not on horseback or in covered wagons but in rusting,
over-loaded cars and trucks. They love their jalopies, however, as dearly
as Lone Ranger loved Silver.
In fact, their affection for their vehicles is the deepest passion portrayed
in this anaphrodisiac book, in which, despite frequent scenes of casual
sex, there is (as in the classic pulp Western) no real eros-except, of
course, for the oedipal bonding ofTom Joad and his mother. But even that
loving pair is divorced before the book quite ends, when Tom leaves Ma,
like the proper Western loner he has become: the righteous killer with a
price on his head, who "lights out for the territory ahead of the rest." He
does not, however, leave the scene until the oedipal syndrome has been
completed; which is to say, until the symbol of patriarchal power has been
undone, Pa stripped of his authority by his wife and son.
In light of this oedipal theme, it is fitting that in the novel's final scene
the only father figure present is a dying old man, who, in a total reversal of
conventional generational roles, we see suckling at Rose of Sharon's
breast-impotent as a newborn baby. Her actual child (his father, once
more appropriately, not merely absent but disgraced) was-in another
ironic reversal, this time of life and death-stillborn. Indeed, at the
climactic moment, the child is floating down the river in a box, a
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shrivelled blue mummy of indeterminate sex. That strange conclusion to
a revolutionary and intendedly hopeful fable, Steinbeck himself has confessed, forced itself on him unbidden, which is to say, emerged out of his
deep unconscious.
Earlier in the novel, there had in fact been two climactic scenes, with
which he might have concluded his tale on an upbeat note more appropriate to its avowed politics. The first of these (with which John Ford did
in fact end his film version-in homage presumably to F. D. Rand the
New Deal) occurs when the Joads discover in the "gov'ment camp;' not
just food, shelter, and flush toilets, but the possibility of controlling their
own destinies. And the second comes at the moment when Tom Joad
decides to dedicate himself to the religo-revolutionary mission of Jim
Casy, who, appropriately enough, considering that he shares the initials
of the Christian savior, has a I ready died for the sins of the capitalist world.
"Wherever they's a fight;' Tom tells his grieving mother as he prepares to
disappear, "I'll be there ... Wherever they's a cop beating' up a guy, I'll be
there ... An' when our folks eat the stuff they raise an' live in the houses
they build-why, I'll be there...."
But Steinbeck apparently could not bring himself to dose on such
fashionable left wing soapbox rhetoric. Instead, in the few pages which
follow he re-invokes what seems at first an utterly irrelevant imageportrayed over and over in literature and painting since the early
Renaissance-of a young girl offering her bare breast to an aged invalid,
often her own father. It is an image sometimes pathetic, sometimes quasierotic, but never political, and certainly never hopeful. Nonetheless, certain middlebrow critics have tried to persuade us and themselves that in
the context of Steinbeck's novel, this bitter parody of the Nativity constitutes a kind of miraculous Happy Ending. "Rose of Sharon," one of them
contends, "out of her own need gives life ... thus removing the curse of
sterility from the universe."
It seems to me, however, that the milk of a half-starved Okie girl is not
likely to be copious and rich enough to sustain life and that, in any case,
the old man she suckles is beyond the point of saving. As far as the cosmic
implications of her act are concerned, moreover, the text has already
made clear that the downpour which brings so strange a suckling to her
withered teat, though the Joads have prayed for it in the drought-ridden
wasteland of Oklahoma, creates when it comes in California not fertility
but destruction. Certainly, it washes away the futile dikes which they
have erected, along with what remains of their scant household goods
and their last shelter. And finally it immobilizes their beloved vehicles,
making them incapable of further Westering, even if there were a further
west. In my opinion, therefore, The Grapes of Wrath ends not on the note of
pseudo-Emersonian cosmic optimism which it has sustained up to that
point but on a note of tragic despair, which, for ideological reasons, Stein-
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beck had earlier avoided. Yet it is impossible to be absolutely sure who is
right in this regard, I or the middlebrow euphemizers, because this time
for once Steinbeck does not lean over our shoulders to explain exactly
what he means-thus leaving the image with which the book closes to
speak for itself, like a myth; which is to say, to remain ambiguous, polysemous, mysterious.
"Mysterious:' is, indeed, the final word of the text: a confession on
Steinbeck's part, for those able to read it, that he does not understand
where his story, here blessedly out of control, has taken him. But it is precisely that perplexity and the ambiguous image it has engendered in this
archetypal scene-which I once utterly despised as obvious, tawdry,
exploitative-which seems to me now to redeem at the last possible
moment the inert stereotypes, the easy pathos, the ersatz transcendentalism, and the doctrinaire optimism which elsewhere flaw this
problematical, middlebrow book.
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40 Years in
the Angry Vineyard

Warren French

A

FTER "Did you ever meet John Steinbeck?" (answer " no"), the

question I am asked most frequently a t literary soirees is "How
did you ever happen to d evote so much of your writing to The Grapes of
Wrath?" The matte r has been raised often enough that I thought the
answer might be of sufficient interest to put on record . My experiences
might prove a warning for those similarly tempted by lite rary pursuits.
It would be inspiring to report that a bookish young man about to enter
college in 1939 was so deeply impressed with an extrao rdinary new
novel that had been unprecedentedly p raised by both hardnosed
reviewe rs and discerning readers that he was moved to d edicate his
career to propagating its merits. But, in fact, I didn' t even read The Grapes
of Wrath durin g the long period that it headed best-selle r lists a nd was
celebrated by people like Eleanor Roosevelt and attacked by othe rs like
the Associated Farmers of Kern County. I was ha rdly a ble to scare up the
money to attend college, let alone buy books for pleasure reading; and at
the library there was a year-long waiting lis t for this new fictional
sensation.
At that time, furthermore, my ambition was to edit a daily newspaper's
movie page. I had been one of a corps of junior reviewers attending
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previews during the great film year of 1938-39 (Bringing Up Baby,
Stagecoach, Wuthering Heights, but no free showing of Gone with the Wind for
us high-schoolers).
Ironically, I did not even see John Ford's film version of The Grapes of
Wrath during its first release after I entered the University of Pennsylvania
in 1940, as the free previews had ended and college expenses did not
even leave me with a spare quarter for neighborhood Saturday matinees.
Anyway, I had come to prefer the more sophisticated triumphs from the
Golden Age of French Cinema that were shown free at the University.
While I was being trained to what finally proved little useful purpose as
a tank destroyer in Texas, I was pressed to read The Grapes of Wrath during
what proved one of the most important meetings of my life. On my first
weekend pass to Austin, I found the local chapter of my fraternity on the
verge of closing till the war was over, but still in the hands of caretaker
Edgar Bennett, a member of the English faculty. Ed was a great enthusiast
for The Grapes of Wrath, which he read with his introductory literature
classes, and he urged me to get to know what he considered a great
American novel. I was not in the mood at the time. But my visits with Ed
Bennett planted the notion that perhaps one could make a living teaching literature and that brought me back to Austin after the war. There, the
urgent need for freshman composition teachers to handle the recordbreaking enrollments of returned veterans under the G.I. bill provided
many like myself with an entree into a career in college teaching.
I went to Texas principally, however, because I had become
enthusiastic about the American Studies program being developed there
by Theodore Hornberger and Henry Nash Smith; but by the time I
arrived on campus in September, 1946, these two distinguished scholars
had departed for the University of Minnesota. I stayed on to complete an
M.A.; and the requirement that I make up an undergraduate course in
American history led to another one of those meetings with remarkable
men that changed my life. I was enrolled in a large lecture section taught
by the distinguished frontier historian Walter Prescott Webb and
followed this first course immediately with another based on his book The
Great Plains. I was still considering moving on to Minnesota to work on a
Ph.D. in American Studies, but when I passed the qualifying examination to enter the program in English at Texas, I decided to stay there. I still
had not read The Grapes of Wrath.
But at least I had discovered John Steinbeck. When I was discharged
from the Army in 1946, I had at last free time to catch up my reading and
picked up Cannery Row, because a brief tour of duty in California in 1944
had begun my life-long infatuation with the Monterey peninsula. I started
the book as an excursion in nostalgic travel literature but soon found that
Steinbeck's bittersweet fable was a veil for disillusioning observations of
World War II that closely corresponded to my own. When I took time out
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from graduate work to begin a full-time teaching career at the University
of Mississippi in 1948, I chose Cannery Row to read with my freshman
composition classes, even though at the still quite prim Ole Miss the
episodes at the Bear Flag Restaurant were considered quite daring
indeed.
When I returned to Texas on a fellowship in September, 1950, Ed
Bennett persuaded me that the time for Steinbeck had come. One of the
most urgent considerations in arranging my last year of graduate course
work was studying with the distinguished Texas folklorist Mody
Boatright, who would be a member of my dissertation committee. Both
Ed Bennett and he put pressure on me to write about John Steinbeck,
whom they considered shockingly undervalued by the fashionable New
Critics. I embarked on the ambitious project of placing The Grapes of Wrath
in the context not only of Steinbeck's own work, but also of the history of
agrarian protest literature in California, beginning with two fictional
treatments of the infamous episode on May 11, 1880, at Mussel Sloughphilosopher Josiah Royce's little-known The Feud at Oakfield Creek (1887)
and Frank Norris' epic The Octopus. I also discussed works by two popular
regionalists, Gertrude Atherton and Stewart Edward White; some nearly
forgotten "answers" to The Grapes of Wrath; and six other works by Steinbeck that I was reading for the first time: In Dubiol{s Battle, Of Mice and Men,
The Pastures of Heaven, The Red Pony, To a God Unknown, and Tortilla Flat.
The key chapter, however, was to be the one devoted to The Grapes of
Wrath. I approached this long-deferred task with considerable trepidation, for I recognized that I had misgivings about my possible reactions to
the long novel. Despite the enthusiasm of many admirers and its international reputation, it had never been accepted by the Ivy League
bellelettrists whose proclivities I tended to share. I never found the way,
however, to articulate the animus behind the charges of sentimentality
that this coterie leveled at Steinbeck's work in general and his masterpiece in particular until very recently when, while planning this essay, I
came across some comments by Lionel Trilling, who came as close to
being the spokesman for this genteel tradition as anyone since William
Dean Howells. 1
Pondering the question of "Artists and the 'Societal Function,' "
Trilling observes:
If we are to talk about literature in its relation with social
good and the future of democracy we ought to be aware how
harmful literature can be. A book like The Grapes of Wrath
cockers-up the self-righteousness of the liberal middle class: it
is so easy to feel virtuous in our love for such good poor
people! The social emotions can provide a safe escape from
our own lives and from the pressures of self-criticism and
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generously feed our little aggressions and grandiosities.... It
is conceivable that books like Steinbeck's have an immediate
useful effect by rallying people to the right side. But ultimately they leave hollowness and confusion. 2
Looking back, I realize that I had assumed from what I had heard about
the novel that Steinbeck had indeed aspired to make readers believe that
his characters were good people. But since by the time that I had to read
the book I had become acquainted with both the former Dust Bowl and
post-war California, I knew that I would never want to invite the real-life
counterparts of the Joad family to dinner. I am inclined to wonder if
Trilling-who rarely mentions Steinbeck's novel-ever really read it or if
he had been turned off by what he had heard about it. Certainly he
provides an unflattering portrait of the deserving poor'' in his own
novel, The Middle of the Journey (1947). The Eastern literary establish- ·
ment's objections to The Grapes of Wrath appear to be fundamentally
neither about the political nor about the aesthetic but about matters of
sensibility. I still meet well-disposed, uncensorious people who cannot be
persuaded to continue The Grapes of Wrath beyond the first few chapters
because of the manners of the migrants that Steinbeck has scrupulously
reported.
The Joads are not good people" if one applies the model that Trilling's
comments suggest-that of Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch. They are
crude and thoughtless people who kill others with shovels on small
provocation and who ruined their patrimony in the Midwest with
unrealistic expectations and careless farming. I deplore what they have
done to California. It would be sentimental indeed to fancy them good
people"; but Steinbeck's concern is not to evoke their goodness but to
remind us that they are people.
In one of the silly answers concocted to The Grapes of Wrath, Marshal V.
Hartranft has a character announce that those migrants who can bring
letters of recommendation from their home-town clergymen and businessmen are welcome to California. 3 If they possessed such documents,
the migrants would never have been driven off their land, except as far as
a neighboring town where they could join the exploiters snapping up
foreclosed farms at bargain prices. The question that the migrants pose is
the one that Carey McWilliams insistently tried to pound into deaf ears:
"What are we going to do with them? Drive them into the Pacific?"
The miracle of Steinbeck's novel is that, if read carefully while holding
one's prejudices in abeyance, one finds that he is saying in this cautionary tale that even these unlikely, unlovely people are capable, driven
to extremities, of-not plunging into the sea like lemmings-but of
slowly, painfully changing. His affirmation in Chapter 14 reads:
II
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This you may say of man-when theories change and crash,
when schools, philosophies, when narrow dark alleys of
thought, national, religious, economic, grow and disintegrate, man reaches, stumbles forward, painfully, mistakenly
sometimes. Having stepped forward, he may slip back, but
only half a step, never the full step back- 4
This statement cannot be superciliously dismissed as mere rhetoric. It is a
proposition fleshed out in blood, sweat, and tears by the unfolding of the
Joads' journey through the wilderness. The final tableau is not the cheap
theatrics that New York critics have found it but a vision of the human
capacity for survival against seemingly insurmountable odds.
I finished my own quest, therefore, fired with the conviction that the
genteel tastemakers were wrong- The Grapes of Wrath was not a sentimental glorification of deserving poor people, but a tough tale of the
necessity of changing in order to survive by some of those with the
poorest prospects for survival. As Gerald Haslam has recently observed,
"Steinbeck's novel is true to the human spirit rather than to California
history:'s The Grapes of Wrath, despite international acclaim, had been
cripplingly misunderstood; and I resolved that I was going to set the
record straight.
To start the ball rolling, I titled my seminar paper's chapter devoted to
the novel"The Education of the Heart." (I have since used both this title
and most of the chapter, slightly rewritten, in the two editions of my John
Steinbeck.) This interpretation, composed in 1950, still represents my
opinion of the way in which Steinbeck worked out the structure of his
novel as (to recall the terminology favored by the New Criticism) the
vehicle to convey the tenor of his novel. I have been most gratified to discover lately from a reading of the long secreted journal that Steinbeck
kept while writing the novel that the whole structure of the work was
carefully planned to tell the kind of conversion story that I had outlined
and that the final tableau was not hastily conceived to end the story
abruptly in a sensational manner but was rather the ending that he had
had in mind since planning his work and toward which he had designed
the other episodes to lead. 6
While writing this seminar paper, I was also engaged in producing for
Walter Prescott Webb's seminar another book-length paper, portentously titled "Death of the Dream;' on the relationship between American fiction and the closing of the frontier. This paper also contained a section on The Grapes of Wrath discussing Steinbeck's rejection of four possible solutions to the migrant problem-organized charity, organized
religion, corporate action, and government intervention. This material I
also incorporated into the two editions of John Steinbeck. 7
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II

But how did I ever come to write John Steinbeck, let alone rewrite it?
With these two graduate courses behind me, I thought that I was
through with John Steinbeck, though some day I hoped that I might be
able to develop the first paper, "Tarnished El Dorado," into a book. The
sensible thing would have been, of course, to forestall a lot of further
work in an uncertain future by turning what I had already done into a
dissertation. But at that time I was fixated upon the idea of exhuming 19th
century American popular fiction; and I planned to follow a master's
thesis on the obscure Joseph Holt Ingraham with a doctoral dissertation
on the even more obscure Timothy Shay Arthur. 8 I completed this
project in Spring, 1954, and set off on the tenure track at the University of
Kentucky, mining my dissertation for articles about Victorian America,
principaUy for American Studies journals.
One night in the UK library, however, as I was systematically
canvassing periodicals that might be interested in the articles I was
writing, I came across Bernard Bowron's "The Grapes of Wrath: A 'Wagons
West' Romance" in the Colorado Quarterly, a contribution to what had
become by 1954 the fashionable Establishment practice of attempting to
minimize Steinbeck's literary significance. I was upset by Bowron's oversimplification of Steinbeck's epic as merely an overinflated contribution
to the popular genre of American romance. I thought that a more appropriate source was the divine deliverance of the Hebrews in the Biblical
book of Exodus, and I returned to my seminar paper for the argument that
the novel had more profound mythological and sociological significance
than Bowron recognized. The quarterly agreed to publish my reply and
even submitted the two essays to Steinbeck himself, who judiciously
sidestepped becoming involved in a dispute over what he called
"taxonomy:' 9
I considered this tilt with one of the prominently placed American
Studies scholars only a passing digression, however; and when I moved
to the University of Florida in 1958, I became intrigued with the rapidly
developing fiction of the British Caribbean islands then adjusting to
independence. I was trying to win funding for such a study when on one
fateful day in the autumn of 1959, came a copy of a form letter from Sylvia
Bowman of Indiana University at Fort Wayne announcing that the newly
formed Twayne Publishers was inviting proposals for a possible series of
monographs about individual American writers. I expressed my
interest.
When I received no response for some time, my proposal slipped my
mind. So some .months later I was surprised by personal word from
Professor Bowman that Twayne was going ahead with a proposed United
States authors series. Since she had liked my article in the Colorado
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Quarterly, she invited me to write a critical biography of Steinbeck. I
rushed an acceptance letter to the mailbox; and when indeed a contract
for the book arrived, I gambled on taking the summer off without the
urgently needed pay, in order to write the book, which I planned to build
around the material on The Grapes of Wrath from the two graduate course
papers.
I had not at the time even read all of Steinbeck's less famous works; but
I worked out a rigid schedule of reading and writing that enabled me to
complete a rough draft in a month of unremitting labor on my patio under
the Florida sun and to push through two more, heavily pruned drafts
before classes resumed in the autumn. I was still far from confident when
I mailed off the typescript; but it was back within a month with a request
for some cuts to be delivered by a strict deadline. When in January, a huge
package of galley proofs arrived, I began to feel assured that Twayne did
mean business; for, though I was aware of many academic publishing
schemes that had failed to materialize, I couldn't believe that anyone
would invest so much money in typesetting without planning to recoup
it. I felt increasingly reassured as page proofs followed; and then in June,
1961, a package of six copies of my first book arrived about the same time
as the first group ofTUSAS titles were reviewed by Granville Hicks in The
Saturday Review.
Subsequently the Steinbeck book led to my moving to Kansas State
University, where a new Ph.D. program in English was being launched
with funds from the National Defense Emergency Act. Yet I still had no
intention of becoming a Steinbeck specialist. When Bowman and the
publishers were pleased enough with my first effort to invite me to write
another book for the series, I answered that I wished to resume my 19th
century studies about Frank Norris, also drawing on "Tarnished El
Dorado" and intended as a companion to the Steinbeck book. When I
finished this book during the summer of 1961, Twayne indicated an interest in my doing a third title. The almost hysterical enthusiasm that created
what George Steiner called ''The Salinger Industry'' was peaking; but
there was still no full-length book about J.D. Salinger. A number were
reported in progress, however; and I argued successfully that I should
write one to add to our series. It was this book, following the Steinbeck,
that was to brand me as a 20th century American fiction scholar.
Meanwhile I had been invited by the English Department at the
University of Florida (I was actually on the faculty of the University
College, then a kind of junior college within the multiversity) to teach a
course in 20th century American fiction, which would include The Grapes
of Wrath as well as The Catcher in the Rye. During this popular offering, I
realized that in the more than two decades that had elapsed since the
publication of the novel, its factual background of the Midwestern Dust
Bowl of the 1930s and the plight of the migrant workers in California had
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become forgotten history to a new generation of post-war "baby
boomers:' The deluge of students' questions seemed to me sufficiently
worthy of attention that I suggested to Steinbeck's publishers, Viking
Press, the compilation of a "companion" to the novel, including contemporary accounts of the situations it was based upon, the controversial
critical reception of the novel, and Steinbeck's own stories for The San
Francisco News about his tour of the migrant camps in 1936.
Steinbeck's long-time editor and friend Pascal Covici was enthusiastic
about the idea. Eventually we worked out a plan for the book that I
executed ~ith the aid of a wonderful house editor, Catharine Carver.
Thus even before I left Florida to begin a career as a 20th century fiction
and film specialist, I had a second book about Steinbeck in progress. After
this there was no turning back. Settling in Manhattan, Kansas (located in
the heart of what had been Dust Bowl), I was asked to develop a seminar
that would focus on The Grapes of Wrath.
I could have simply rehashed "Tarnished ElDorado;' but I had already
scavenged its principal chapters for the Steinbeck and Norris books.
Besides I had long been interested in a matter that I had not been able to
pursue: The Grapes of Wrath's relationship to the "back to the land" movement, which had flourished in the United States since the closing of the
frontier, particularly during the depression. This movement had been
based largely upon a notion that went back in the United States at least to
Thomas Jefferson: the idea that there was some special virtue in persons
who live close to and worked their own land. This notion had been
stressed in three novels published within a year at the end of the 1950s by
the three American contemporaries who would go on to win the Nobel
Prize for literature- William Faulkner's The Hamlet, Ernest Hemingway's For Whom the Bell Tolls, and Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath. I made
these books the basis of my first graduate seminar. While it was in
progress, Harry T. Moore (who had published the first book on Steinbeck but had subsequently grown impatient with him) invited me to
suggest a book for the "Crosscurrents" series on contemporary fiction
that he was editing for the Southern Illinois University Press. When I outlined a book based on the seminar I was offering, he responded
enthusiastically; the contract he offered enabled me to win a summer
faculty grant from Kansas State. I was able to use this to work on the book
that became The Social Novel at the End of an Era.
I still regard this book as the high point of my career as a publishing
scholar. The year that it appeared, 1966, I became a department chairperson for the first time and for the next decade had to limit my publications
principally to editorial work because of the demands of administrative
duties. I was not yet, however, finished with The Grapes of Wrath.

72

III

In 1968, Tetsumaro Hayashi founded the John Steinbeck Society and
honored me by asking if I would be willing to serve as the founding President. Since then the organization has become the International John
Steinbeck Society, which I serve as Chairman of the Executive Board. I
will not enumerate the many projects celebrating John Steinbeck's work
with which I have been associated through this Society and its newsletter that has grown into the Steinbeck Quarterly; but some further ventures must be mentioned to show my continuing involvement with what
is recognized as Steinbeck's major novel and the rich rewards of working
with it.
I moved to Indianapolis to become the first chairman of the English
Department of the newly merged Indiana University-Purdue University
in 1970. Shortly after that Harry Geduld, who had developed a
flourishing film studies program at Indiana University-Bloomington, told
me his plans for a series of "Filmguides" to be published by Indiana
University Press. At that time, I was most excited about the useextraordinary for an American film-of allegory as social commentary in
Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper's Easy Rider, and I proposed a study of
that cult favorite. Harry was dubious about the enduring appeal of the
film, however, and asked if instead I would first contribute a book about
John Ford's classic film version of The Grapes of Wrath. Although George
Bluestone had compared the book and film at length in his pioneering
Novels into Film, I had made an exhaustive comparison of the novel with
the released version of the film and a purported version of Nunnally
Johnson's script that had appeared in Twenty Best Film Plays of 1941-42,
edited by John Gassner and Dudley Nichols. 10 I was eager to put on
record the way in which I believed that Johnson and Ford (certainly with
generous prodding from the much involved 20th Century Fox production chief, Darryl F. Zanuck), in making what is unquestionably one of our
greatest American films, had taken Steinbeck's story of the "education of
the heart'' and of the uncertain but inevitable progress of humanity and
had subverted it into a traditional conservative fable of the selfdestructive decay of the rich and powerful and the humble survival of the
poor and oppressed. Thus, for my first monograph in seven years, I was
back where I started with A Filmguide to "The Grapes of Wrath" (1973).
Sales for this useful series did not live up to the Press's expectations; it
was cancelled; and I never did get around to Easy Rider.
Rather, it was back once more to Steinbeck While working on the Filmguide I became uncomfortably aware that my now 12-year-old book on
Steinbeck, who had died in 1968, was getting badly out of date, so that I
decided I would take a year off without pay, get away from my academic
duties altogether, and rewrite the Steinbeck book. Sylvia Bowman and
the publishers were enthusiastic about this idea. I was resigned to being a
73

Steinbeck man."
I decided not just to revise and expand the previous book but to reconsider Steinbeck's whole canon from a new perspective. Although I
retained much of the original chapter on The Grapes of Wrath, which
proved to provide the turning point for the new thesis I was arguing, I
reviewed Steinbeck's work this time not from the viewpoint of its relationship to the American agrarian and transcendental traditions that I had
focused upon in the original study. But rather, drawing upon Jerry
Bryanrs The Open Decision, I surveyed Steinbeck's fiction as tracing, from
a false beginning with 1920s cynical decadence in Cup of Gold, the gradual
development of "consciousness" in his characters. I suggested that early
novels from To a God Unknown to Of Mice and Men were related to a
Naturalistic tradition of a concern with characters who did not consciously control their own fates. But I said that beginning with his
rewriting of the novel that became The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck moved
from the defeatism of these early works to a concern with characters who
developed the self-consciousness to control their own destinies. 11 (I had
not abandoned the theses of my first book; I simply think that Steinbeck's books like any important ones offer alternative readings.)
I now feel that perhaps the most important way to look at Steinbeck in
an historical perspective, nearly 20 years after his death when he still
remains one of our best-selling novelists, is through the relationship of
his changing fictions to the most important 20th century literary tradition of Modernism. Although Steinbeck rarely has been so recognized, I
think that from his earliest publications through the discarded first version of The Grapes of Wrath, he was working from the same point of view as
most of the great Modernists beginning with James Joyce, who placed in
their work the emphasis upon the "alienation" of the individual from
what Joyce called, in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the nets" of
family, church, and state that sought to dehumanize him. With The Grapes
of Wrath, Steinbeck's vision changed, not to the increasing existential
despair of most ~~post-Modernists:' but rather back to the traditional
American view of the responsibility of the self-made individual,
championed in the 19th century criticism of Howells. This change has
been responsible for a justifiable criticism by earlier admirers of a
"decline" in his work.
So far I have outlined this approach only in an essay, 12 but I am planning to develop this thesis in a third version of John Steinbeck, longer than
its predecessors and analyzing and evaluating both his fictional and nonfictional work, which I hope will be published as a tribute on the 90th
anniversary of his birth in February, 1992.
Even retired from the classroom and engaged principally in promoting
American studies in Europe, I am still at work in the vineyard, once
beleaguered but now blossoming after half a century, where for four
decades I have been cultivating The Grapes of Wrath.
11

11
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Steinbeck and the
Federal Migrant Camps

Anne Loftis

S

TEINBECK laid the gr oundwork for Tile Grapes of Wratil in the
summer of 1936 when he gathered information on the Dust Bowl
migrants for a series of articles for Til e Sn11 Francisco News. 1 He did his
research under the aegis of the federal Resettlement Administration
(RA), which had launched a camp program for migrants in agricultural
areas where they had come to look for jobs. In this essay, I examine the
contribution to Steinbeck's work of the staff of the RA's Region IX, in
particular that of Tom Collins, the first ca mp manager. And because the
influence went in two directions-that is to say, Steinbeck brought favorable publicity as well as gaining help from the agency-! compare his
interpretation of the federal camp program with evidence from other
sources, to try to reconstruct the historical record.
The story begins with the journalistic assignment. Steinbeck was
recruited by George West, the chief editorial writer of The News, a prolabor, pro-New Deal paper in th e Scripps-Howa rd chain. West had been
writing about the migrant situation in California from the time, about a
year earlier, that it began to attract the atte ntion of relief ad ministrato rs.
H e had been briefed by an old acquaintance, the UC-Berkeley social
scientist Paul Taylor, who had visited the drought-stricken Great Plains in
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1934 and was one of the first commentators to make the point that the
migration to the West Coast was a national problem that should be
addressed in Washington. Under the auspices of the Rural Rehabilitation
Division of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, Taylor had
produced a report, illustrated by the photographer, Dorothea Lange,
documenting the need for federally run camps to house the displaced
farm families on the move. 2
George West had endorsed the proposal and reported favorably on its
implementation when the first two camps, administered by the Resettlement Administration, were opened in 1935 at opposite ends of the
Central Valley. They were built with the authorization and financial assistance of local government. In Marysville in the north, where there had
been a problem with a growing number of the homeless congregating in
the dry Yuba River bottom, the City Council appropriated $3,000. In the
southern San Joaquin Valley, the Kern County Board of Supervisors,
which regularly heard reports on the health hazards posed by unsupervised squatters' camps, voted $8,000 to secure a lease on a tract of land
near Arvin and agreed to furnish water, electricity, and firewood and to
provide medical care to the residents. 3
Despite this indication that the federal camps filled a need, the RA
encountered considerable opposition. Some residents of surrounding
communities resented having· a permanent colony of destitute people
planted in their midst. Political conservatives objected to the sponsoring
agency; the RA's Washington chief was Rexford G. Tugwell, a former
Columbia University economist and member of Roosevelt's "brain trust''
who was considered by his detractors to be the radical utopian theorist of
the New Deal. Under his guidance, the RA developed soil conservation
and reclamation projects, cooperative farms, subsistence homesteads,
and other programs designed to stabilize marginal farmers on the land
or-as in the case of the migrants-to assist them on the move.
TheRA addressed problems of chronic rural poverty that were ignored
or in some instances even aggravated by the programs of the Department of,Agriculture (USDA). For example, the crop reduction measure,
which provided cash subsidies for Southern cotton growers who cut back
on growing, eliminated the jobs of some tenants and sharecroppers who
subsequently joined the migrant stream. The strongest objection to the
RA camps in California came from growers who were, at least nominally,
under the USDA umbrella. 4 Their view of the situation was colored by
recent farm labor strife and the ideological alignments-especially those
of unionism-that were intensified during that period; migrants and
their supporters were associated with unions in the growers' minds.
In this connection, the circumstances of Steinbeck's journalistic assignment are worth noting. He was approached by Ge~rge West following
the publication of In Dubious Battle, his allegorical novel about an agricul-
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tural strike. The two met at the Carmel home of Ella Winter and lincoln
Steffens. Winter had been instrumental in putting Steinbeck in touch
with the Communist labor organizers who provided background for the
novel. 5
In Dubious Battle was not overtly political. Steinbeck commented that he
was not concerned with "ranting about justice and oppression," and he
confessed that he did not like the mind set of Communists. 6 But his
portrayal of the vigilantism inflicted on strikers and union leaders, which
was based mainly on interviews with the real-life victims, was so graphic
that it caught the attention of liberals like West, who had protested the
strongarm tactics used against the Cannery and Agricultural Workers
Industrial Union in 1933. 7 In introducing Steinbeck to News readers as
"the author of Tortilla Flat and other books;' West may have been downplaying this connection. 8
West sent Steinbeck to the San Francisco headquarters of the RA's
Region IX which covered Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah and had
a liberal administrator, Jonathan Garst. Steinbeck was directed to the
Information Division, headed by Frederick Soule, and turned loose in the
files under the guidance of Soule and his assistant, Helen Horn, an
energetic young woman with strong partisan convictions. Under her
married name of Helen Hosmer, she would soon leave government service, with the blessing and some private financial help from Garst and
Soule, to direct the Simon J. Lubin Society, an organization that lobbied
for small farmers and farm workers in opposition to the anti-labor Associated Farmers, Inc. In 1938 the Lubin Society would reprint Steinbeck's
News articles in book form. 9
Soule and Horn showed Steinbeck material on the history of California agriculture which seemed to strike him with the force of a revelation, changing his perspective on the farm labor system that he had
known and taken for granted .during his formative years in the Salinas
Valley. 10
The next step in his education was going on a field trip to the San
Joaquin Valley with Eric H. Thomsen, the RA's director in charge of the
management of migrant camps. Thomsen was an unusual man, a social
critic who had put his ideals into action. He had given up a successful
career as the head of two steamship lines, one in his native Denmark, the
other in New York, to become a Congregational minister. He had been
the religious and education director of the Tennessee Valley Authority
before he joined the RAin the summer of 1936. An undoctrinaire thinker
with the instincts of a reformer, he proved to be a congenial guide for
Steinbeck. 11
They drove to the Arvin camp in Kern County. The camp, which had
been in operation for about seven months, 12 was sometimes called
"Weedpatch;' the mime of the nearest hamlet. Steinbeck would give the
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R. Partridge, Dorothea Lange and Paul Taylor, mid-1 93 0s.

name "Wheatpatch" to the camp in The Grapes of Wrath. A 20-ac re tract
had been divided into 12 blocks with eight tent sites in each, accommodating 96 families. Spartan, the camp appeared to be a n oasis of order
and cleanliness. This impression was re inforced when Steinbeck was
taken to some ditch bank settleme nts not far away w here he was shocked
to find families living in squalor and n eglect, much as other observers
we re h orrified by the notorious "Hoovervilles" near Oildale a nd Taft. 13
H e would recreate his vivid sense of the contrast between the ditch bank
and the gove rnme nt camps in The Grapes of Wrath. And he would incorporate an incident that occurred soon after h is a rrival at Arvin w ith
Thomsen. Foes of the camp program tried to disrupt the Saturday night
da nce. Had they su cceeded, local law enforcem e nt officers could have
been called onto the scene to invalidate the authority of the RA . 14 This
threat was a re minder of the loca l hostility surrounding the federal
government project.
Before returning to San Francisco a few days late r, Thomsen put Stein-
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beck in the hands of the camp manager, Tom Collins, who, as his guide on
this and on a subsequent visit to Arvin, became Steinbeck's chief
informant on the migrants, first for The News articles and again in 1937-38
when he was gathering additional material for the The Grapes of Wrath.
Steinbeck acknowledged Collins's contribution in the novel's
dedication.
When Steinbeck met him, Collins was the star of the Region IX program. He had been given the crucial assignment of opening the first
several camps. He seems to have arrived at precisely the right moment to
fulfill his true vocation; when he was hired, he gave out little information
about his earlier life and career beyond the fact that he had organized a
public school program on Guam and later had run a private institution for
disturbed boys in California. 15 The events of his life before and after his
years with the RA were discovered by Steinbeck's biographer, Jackson
Benson. 16 In trying to reconstruct the scene, I have relied heavily on
Benson's research in combination with interviews and material in the
Region IX papers in the National Archives.
There is still some uncertainty about Collins's birthdate. He was
probably about 40 at the time of his first meeting with Steinbeck, who was
34. He looked much older than the husky writer, however, judging by
photographs Dorothea Lange took of him in November, 1936. 17 They
match a word portrait by Steinbeck (which appears in his foreword to a
fictionalized memoir by Collins about their experiences together). 18 On
walking into the camp office, Steinbeck saw"a little man in a damp, frayed
white suit" sitting at a table with a crowd of people around him. "He had a
small moustache, his graying black hair stood up on his head like the
quills of a frightened porcupine, and his large, dark eyes [were] tired
beyond sleepiness, the kind of tired that won't let you sleep even if you
have the time and a bed:' The most significant detail is the frayed clothes.
Steinbeck gave them to Jim Rawley, Collins's fictional counterpart in The
Grapes of Wrath, whose slightly tattered appearance reassures Ma Joad.
Steinbeck gives a detailed description (which I am paraphrasing) of the
manager's hands-on ministrations to the people: It is nighttime and
raining. The bad weather has increased tensions in the camp and the
demands on the manager. He is constantly interrupted. He runs out to
mediate with the "families and neighbors who always visited with sick
people"; they have to be persuaded to stay away from an isolation unit
where children with measles are quarantined. Then he is called out to
deal with a fracas caused by a new resident who is standing on the toilet in
the sanitary unit She is "beseiged by a furious group of women" who
only recently themselves learned about the use of indoor plumbing. After
he is called to quiet several more arguments and fights among the residents, the camp settles down for the night, except for the crying of a baby,
which he investigates. He finds a weary mother so fast asleep she doesn't
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hear the wail of the hungry child who has slipped from her breast. He
reattaches the nursing baby without awakening her.
Whether or not Steinbeck reported, embellished, or invented some of
these incidents, it is true that Collins was constantly on call. Another
visitor who followed him around the camp for a couple of days said
Collins had a 24-hour job. 19 Collins's reports from Arvin describe the
many problems he dealt with, which were more sophisticated than Steinbeck's account suggests. He acted as an ombudsman for the campers in
work situations. For example, when some pickers discovered they were
being short-changed on a grower's scales, he put them in touch with the
Deparbnent of Weights and Measures. He was sensitive to the campers'
feelings as well as their rights. Although he gladly passed along most of
the job offers that came into the office, he was wary when townspeople
who were not ready to accept the women migrants as neighbors wanted
to hire them to be household helpers. 20
As the first camp manager, Collins developed a plan of operation based
on a belief that there were inherent benefits in the creation of a
democratic community and that the program served a psychological as
well as a practical purpose. The idea was that by participating in the activities of the camp-such as contributing their labor to its upkeep and serving on its governing council-the migrants would recover their emotional equilibrium and prepare themselves for life in the larger society
outside. The democracy-in-microcosm was not universally successful,
but it seemed to work at Arvin. Longtime resident Sherman Easton, a man
who impressed Steinbeck and other visitors, reported, only half-jokingly,
that Collins, after setting the wheels in motion, was able to sit back and let
the council run the camp. 21
Another part of Collins's job was to develop good public relations in
the neighborhood. He arranged baseball games with employees of the
DiGiorgio Ranch and spoke to civic groups in Bakersfield. He was also
called upon to entertain traveling YIPs: government officials, including
Secretary of Agriculture Henry Wallace and Isador Lubin from the U.S.
Deparbnent of Labor, 22 as well as social scientists, artists, photographers
like Lange and Horace Bristol, reporters, and writers. No other writer
stayed as long, however, or was given as much attention as Steinbeck.
Local delegations were continually touring the camp which was kept in
immaculate condition in order to confound critics. Behind the public
facade of good will, Collins, mindful of the enemy outside the gate, kept a
shrewd watch on the actions of nearby grower-employers. For instance,
he warned of the Associated Farmers' threat to outbid the government
when the RA wanted to take over the lease of the Arvin property from the
Kern County Board of Supervisors. 23
Fred Soule of the Information Division told Collins that his camp
reports were "the most closely read of all the material that comes into this
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office:' 24 Soule had given copies toG eorge West at The San Francisco News.
They were shown to Carey McWilliams, who with a collaborator wrote
articles on California agriculture that appeared in another publication six
months before Steinbeck's series. 25 Steinbeck took copies of the reports
home with him after his Arvin visit and used Collins's anecdotes and
stories first in his journalism and later when he was writing The Grapes of
Wrath. Jackson Benson notes that Collins's philosophy and outlook are
reflected in Steinbeck's work and that ''bits and pieces of Collins''color'
•
are sprinkled here and there in the novel:' 26
Collins's reports are indeed a rich compendium of facts, opinions, and
stories interspersed with fascinating nuggets of migrant lore. At times,
however, he sounds a little too conscious of his own importance, and he
sometimes reveals a paternalistic attitude, as when he describes how he
taught the campers lessons in personal hygiene without hurting their
feelings. 27 Evidently, this tone did not carry over into his face-to-face
exchanges with a group that had the reputation of being suspicious of
outsiders and quick to resent being patronized. He followed an instinctual code of manners like Jim Rawley in The Grapes of Wrath, who wins Ma
Joad's acceptance by asking for a cup of her coffee. Collins walked slowly
like the campers. He talked to them on their level-literally. (In Dorothea
Lange's photographs he is hunkered down with th~ children) He
developed the useful practice of dropping in on families for a meal or a
chat to find out what was on their minds. 28 He had noted the approval of
campers at Marysville of a September, 1935, radio address by Paul Taylor
on the migrant question. 29 A year later he reported the enthusiasm of
Arvin residents for Steinbeck's San Francisco News articles-but not for
the title, "The Harvest Gypsies:' When Steinbeck heard that he had
offended them, he wrote an apology. 30
As Collins was assigned to open successive new camps, including one
near Brawley in the Imperial Valley where he had been sent out in
advance to calm the intense opposition, 31 he trained his replacements.
His successor at Arvin was Robert Hardie, who became known for his tact
and empathy as well as his advocacy for the campers. Hardie, after
moving to the Shafter camp, passed on his philosophy to Fred Ross, a
young recruit who became the manager at Arvin in the fall of 1939. It was
the policy of the Region IX staff to enlist enthusiastic novices rather than
case-hardened social workers. A number of camp managers were right
out of college. A few misfits were hired who had to be replaced and there
was the perhaps inevitable number who were simply marking time on
the job, but the agency standard was carried by leaders who took their
cues from the people they served. We were very idealistic:' Fred Ross
remembered. "It was sort of a mission:' 32 Frank Iusi, who became the
manager of the Marysville camp after working as a guard in a federal
prison, called the experience with the migrants "the most interesting four
11
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years of my life:' 33 Milen Dempster, who had been a candidate for office
in the Socialist party before becoming camp manager at Marysville,
Westley, and Thornton, found inspiration in the fact "the camps were a
school of democracy. That was one of our functions: to help people make
decisions and to administer decisions." 34
Many of the residents were as enthusiastic as these staff members. One
new arrival told Tom Collins about his joy at being in a place where he
was free from coercion from employers. 35 A public health nurse
described a scene that might have come out of The Grapes of Wrath: a
woman who had just arrived at Brawley "on seeing the stationary tubs
and the huge hot water boiler in the laundry burst into tears and said, 'It's
heaven-it's just heaven!' " 36 People were particularly grateful for the
auxiliary food and health care services started in 1938 after the Farm
Security Administration (FSA), which succeeded the RA, had taken over
the camp program. When the state relief agency balked at delivering
federal aid during the floods that winter-a situation that infuriated
Steinbeck-the FSA introduced a grant-in-aid program for newlyarrived families and launched the Agricultural Workers Health and
Medical Association, which dealt with hunger as well as disease. In cases
of malnutrition, doctors wrote prescriptions for grocery orders. 37
Not all of the migrants welcomed the government's intervention, however. Although Millie Delp, a nurse trained by the Planned Parenthood
Federation, had some success in launching a birth control program at the
request of campers, preventive health measures such as the quarantines
and inoculations imposed by the medical staff were regarded with
suspicion. 38
Furthermore, some migrants did not like the goldfish bowl atmosphere
of a federal facility. To others, the emphasis on cooperation and volunteer labor was foreign and distasteful. In lieu of paying fees, residents
were required to clean the sanitary units, cut the grass, and police the
grounds. Self-government was an alien concept to some of the new
arrivals. Laurence Hewes, who succeeded Jonathan Garst as head of
Region IX, noted that some families "would put up with intolerable
conditions rather than go into camps under the control of migrants." 39
The historian Walter Stein, who in 1973 wrote a chapter on the federal
migrant camps in his California and the Dust Bowl Migration, has suggested
that these people were rejecting a sandbox democracy'' that had no
integral connection with their lives. The government's social engineering
practices had harmful consequences, according to Stein. He has made the
serious charge that the democratization program was imposed at the cost
of suppressing not only the "rugged individualism" of the migrants but
their indigenous culture; Stein suggested that the program denigrated
their folkways, their superstitions, and the fundamentalist religion in
which they found emotional release. 40 After reading their free-form
11
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expression in the camp newspapers, I thin~ that his criticism is
exaggerated.
Another matter raised by Stein is an alleged discrepancy between the
democratic ideals of the agency and racial practices in the camps.
There was a small number of blacks among the Dust Bowlers in California. 41 The Indio camp had a group of black residents who were
segregated from the whites. 42 In 1936 Tom Collins turned away some
black workers brought to Arvin by a neighboring landowner. He had a
legitimate excuse. The camp was full. But the request caused him to
review the guidelines. A federal facility must be open to everyone, he
wrote Eric Thomsen. He intended to let it be known publicly that "we do
not discriminate-color-race or creed:' Yet since the camp council had
recommended that Negroes, Mexicans and Filipinos be placed in a
separate unit, he added, "We shall hold [section] # 6 [ofthe camp] for that
purpose, unofficially."43 When Robert Hardie succeeded Collins, he estimated that the Arvin population was "98% native white;' a figure that
roughly approximates the ratio of whites to other races in Kern County in
the 1930s. 44 Paul Taylor reported in 1937: ". . . the impression is abroad
that the camp at Arvin is not for Mexicans and that the managers in the
past have not wanted them. It seems Mexicans may not make use of the
Brawley camp for a similar reason, built largely upon rumor." 45 Fred Ross
changed the situation at Arvin two years later. Over the protest of some
Anglos from Texas, he assigned Mexican families to the general quarters
along with everybody else. 46
The most controversial camp decisions involved labor organizing. The
original policy of the Region IX administration seems to have been
expressed by Eric Thomsen in a letter to Jonathan Garst: "The right of
workers to organize a11d bargain collectively through representatives of
their own choice, I take for granted, of course, regardless of whether or
not they live in a camp."47 In his hard-hitting San Francisco News series,
Steinbeck endorsed this stand and went on to recommend that farm
workers should have this right upheld by a government-sponsored
migratory labor board. 48 The policy was tested when the CIO's Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA) began an
organizing drive late in the decade. The general practice of the camp
managers was to have the residents decide through their councils
whether or not to invite union representatives into the camps. Federal
regulations stipulated that the camps could not become headquarters for
a union, but they could be-and were-used to start locals.
Region IX's labor policy antagonized California growers and their
political allies, the "powerful influences" cited in a 1936 San Francisco
News editorial, who from the outset threatened to stop the migrant camp
program "dead in its tracks:' 49 Steinbeck's wJ;iting, which stirred the
conscience of liberals, as indi~ted by the letters that appeared in The
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News responding to his articles 50, also hardened the militancy of the
opposition. When Laurence Hewes succeeded Jonathan Garst in the fall
of 1939, he found Region IX-and California-engulfed in a rising tide of
anti-migrant sentiment compounded by the UCAPAWA strikes, the
inauguration of a Democratic governor, and the recent publication of The
Grapes of Wrath and Carey McWilliams's Factories in the Field.
Hewes noted that most of his camp managers" accepted as completely
valid the viewpoints of Steinbeck and Carey McWilliams." 5 1 A few of the
FSA staffers thought that The Grapes of Wrath, by polarizing public opinion
in the communities near the camps, made their job more difficult. But at
Arvin, where Fred Ross circulated two copies of Grapes, grease-encrusted
from constant handling, a committee of residents asked the Kern County
Board of Supervisors to lift the ban that had been imposed on the novel at
the instigation of the Associated Farmers. 52 About this time Ross began a
lifetime association with farm labor organizing by welcoming
UCAPAWA organizers Lyman Hicks and Luke Hinman and the entertainers Woody Guthrie and Will Geer. Following a performance at the
Saturday night dance, Guthrie wrote some copy for the camp newspaper, The Tow Sack Tatler, urging action in the cotton strike called by
UCAPAWA: GO tell the Ass Farmers and the vigilantes I said go take a
long, tall, flying suck at a sunflower. Tell' em I said go ahead and pay you
guys that $1.25." 53
Hewes backed away from this labor controversy on the grounds that
the government wasn't involved and wouldn't take sides:' He was
critical of the Union's tactics and its treatment of the workers. He vetoed a
UCAPAWA proposal that would have denied federal services to
migrants who refused to join the strike. In this decision he was backed by
Helen Gahagan Douglas, head of the Steinbeck Committee to Aid Agriculture Workers. 54 He brought in a number of older men trained in agriculture and "transferred some of the more obstreperous juniors to positions remote from the powder keg of the San Joaquin [Valley]:' 55 He
advised law enforcement agencies that they were free to come and go on
official duties in all camps;' and he issued a directive that residents must
accept bona fide offers of employment or leave our camps"-thereby
changing two of the cardinal principles implemented by Collins which
had impressed Steinbeck on his visits to Arvin. Hewes noted that after he
tightened the rules, in one or two camps professional agitators with bad
records moved out:' 56 One former camper claimed that labor activists
were kept out. 57
In his Dust Bowl migration study, Walter Stein says that by 1940 Region
IX had a blacklist of several thousand families who were barred from the
camps for misbehavior, such as drunkenness, or, he suggests, because
they did not conform to the standards of the other residents. 58
It should be noted that Hewes's policy changes were made during an
11
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upsurge of radical union activity that the Garst team had not experienced and that his recollections of his experiences were written during
the post-World War II, Cold War period when the CIO was under attack.
"We were extremely sensitive, since we had a reputation to protect, of
having overt identification with Communists;' he said 25 years later. 59
From the beginning, the agency had been Red-baited, which was one of
the reasons that it was chronically under-funded by Congress.
Originally a large-scale expansion of the camp program was projected.
George West took advantage of the interest in Steinbeck's News articles to
announce that Marysville and Arvin would be doubled in size and that
eight new camp.s would be constructed. 60 The multiple-camp plan was
abandoned, however, because of the budget constraints and the unending opposition; only 16 permanent and nine mobile camps were built in
California and Arizona under the RA/FSA in the 30s, a response that was
totally inadequate to meet the emergency housing needs of the more than
300,000 migrants moving through the states in that decade. 61
The decision was made to concentrate on "demonstration" camps that
would serve as models which, the Region IX staff hoped, would reform
the unregulated squatter settlements. 62 That this reform did not happen
was demonstrated during a visit by Eleanor Roosevelt. The First Lady,
who had been much affected by The Grapes of Wrath, came to Kern County
in 1940 to look at the situation that Steinbeck had described. She was
taken to the spic-and-span FSA facility at Visalia and greeted by a "highly
scrubbed blue-jean and calico-clad committee." A few miles away she
plunged into a motley, disheveled crowd at the Oildale Hooverville
where she picked up a child who had impetigo and rebuked the camp
manager for allowing a water faucet to be attached to a privy. 63 It was a
replay of Steinbeck's experience four years earlier.
Steinbeck portrays the government camp program in an atmosphere
of hope and idealism as he experienced it in the company of Tom Collins.
In 1937 Collins, while on the Region IX payroll, was given leave to accompany Steinbeck on a field trip down the Central Valley during which they
passed themselves off as farm workers. During the Visalia floods the
following winter, they worked together to help stranded families, an
experience that inspired the final scenes in The Grapes of Wrath.
Their camaraderie led to visits by Collins to Steinbeck's home in Los
Gatos and to a proposal by Steinbeck to find a publisher for Collins's
camp reports. Collins began to think of himself as an author although his
manuscript was never published. Steinbeck did persuade the 20th
Century-Fox studio to hire Collins (at a salary of $15,000) to be the technical director for the film version of The Grapes of Wrath. Working on the
set, he checked the authenticity of clothing and props, clearing such
details as having the characters eat a meal of fried dough, 64 and he
recruited some of the camp residents as extras.
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In acknowledgement of his skills as an arbiter and problem-solver, the
FSA had awarded him the title of "director-at-large" 65 but his experiences with Steinbeck seem to have turned h~s head. A colleague at
Brawley remembered the sad, ludicrous sight of Collins making a
"Hollywood entrance" when he gave a talk about his movie "career:' 66
Although he stayed in government service until early 1941, he lost interest in the camp program. His fellow directors recall him in his later years
as a teller of far-fetched tales, some of them borrowed, few of them
believable. 67
It is more difficult to evaluate the program Collins helped to launch. On
balance, the federal rescue operation amounted to too little and came
almost too late. Yet even the critic Michael Stein concedes that the camps,
by serving as a bridge between the migrants and the surrounding communities, were helpful in easing their adjustment to a different way of life
in a new state. 68 The camps were also important symbolically. They represented a fulfillment of the New Deal promise to Americans who were
most in need of help, who were a part of the 0ne-third of a nation illhoused, ill-clad, ill-nourished" to whom Roosevelt had pledged assistance. In the RA/FSA camps the migrants found respect and dignity and
the assurance that they were not forgotten by their government.
There is a brief sequel. Migrants from the Dust Bowl continued to
occupy the Arvin camp, which became known as the Sunset Camp,
during and after World War II. An innovative school was started nearby
for the children of residents. 69 The camp is still in operation as one of 25
Migrant Family Housing Centers run by the State of California for the
families of migrant farm workers. The Centers, which provide day care
and, in some, infant care programs, are open for 180 days a year from
April to October or November. Last year 1200 families, who came from
Central Mexico, Northern Mexico, South Texas, and the Yuma-El CentroMexicali area, lived in the facilities which may also be used in the offseason to provide emergency housing for the homeless. The state
director of this program, Fortino M. Cardenas, first experienced the life of
a migrant farm worker in Stockton in 1940 as a six year-old child. 70
11
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The Grapes
Transplanted to Japan

Kiyoshi Nakayama

J

OHN Steinbeck disclosed his ad miration for the Danish people in the
1960 inte rview w ith Curt Gentry when he said, "A first edition of one
of my books is published in the same number of copies in Denmark,
with a population of 5 million as in the United States with a p opulation of
130 million." (Fensch, p. 75) It is not clear wheth er Steinbeck referred to
Danish translations of his books or the original American versions, but
Denmark has seen a number of translations of Steinbeck's books. The
same thing is true of Japan. Take The Grapes of Wrath, for instance. According to Adrian H. Goldstone and John R. Payne's bibliograph y, Denmark
and Japan are the only countries where a translation was publish ed
immediately in the year in which the first edition was published in the
United States. (pp. 152, 169)
In Japan, Steinbeck has been widely read; I presume his popularity has
been second only to Ernest Hemingway's. Whereas college stude nts read
his books in the original language, other people prefer to read them in
Japanese, and thus a ll of his books except BombsAwny, The Log from th e Sen
of Cortez, John Steinbeck: A Life in Letters, and The Acts of Ki11g Arthur and His
Noble K11ights have been translated, and more than a million copies have
been sold.
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Between its first American publication in ApriL 1939, up to 1971, The
Grapes of Wrath was translated by seven persons in Japan. The first was
Itaru Nii, who had translated Pearl Buck's The Good Earth three years earlier. A two-volume edition of Nii's version by a different publisher soon
followed. The first volume of the latter (Chapters 1 to 17) was published
June 5, 1940, and the second volume (Chapters 18 to 30) appeared
September 20, 1940. There were 2,500 copies of this edition for the first
printing and 1,500 for the second in 1941.
One of the most interesting features of Nii's book is that it has more
than 200 blanks, inserted to pass the rigid censorship by the special police
of those days just before Japan's involvement in World War II. In some
places a series of"xx" are printed instead of the proper words. In many of
the blanks the missing words are to be replaced by the Japanese words for
"deputy sheriff;' "policeman;' "cop;' "revolution,'' or "strike." For
example, in the scene where Tom Joad happens to meet Jim Casy again
outside the Hooper Ranch, the Japanese words for "jail house;' "cell,"
"tank," "trusty," "struck,'' "cops;' "French Revolution," and "leader,"
among others, should be supplied for terms with political implications.
In addition, sexual terms like "sexual intercourse" and "whore" have
been suppressed. For instance, in the scene where AI Joad bids farewell to
a blond girl in the Weed patch camp in Chapter 26, the Japanese words for
such phrases as "put his hand on her waist;' "You tickle," "He walked his
fingers around," "in a fambly way;' and "held her down"are missing.
Most important, however, Nii wrote an eight-page preface to the first
volume, dated October 31, 1939, which reveals what he thought of the
novel in the turbulent times just before World War II. It says in part:
I did not translate this novel because it is a miraculous best
seller, but because it moved me as I have not been moved in
recent years.... The Grapes of Wrath is a great masterpiece, and
it is a fact that with this novel only, Steinbeck has definitely
immortalized his fame. I had never thought that America
could produce a work as powerful as this. Secondly, it is
because this is a story of farmers .... When we read The Grapes
of Wrath we have a feeling of touching an American truth....
In order to make the relationship between America and Japan
improve, all we have to do is understand each other better
than we have hitherto.... We have to know more than we
know. I believe, to say the least of it, that this book can be read
for that purpose. The time is over when we could make do
with a national knowledge of America. This is a time when we
must know America concretely and matter-of-factly. This.
novel, dealing with one of the biggest social problems in
America, can be read in Japan in a way different from the way
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in which it can be read in America. I declare my hope that, by
reading the novel, we will be able to add social viewpoints to
our politically preoccupied view of America. For these
reasons, I suggest that The Grapes of Wrath is the most suitable
novel in American literature to be transplanted to Japan.
Soon after World War II, only a decade after Nii's translation of The
Grapes of Wrath, the novel was translated by Yasuo Okubo in 1951 and by
Ichiro Ishi in 1955. The great popularity of this novel is attested to by four
more translations. The other Japanese versions published in later years
were by Kenzaburo Ohashi in 1961, by Rikuo Taniguchi in 1968, by
Takashi Nozaki in 1970, and by Seiji Onoe in 1971. Among these, four
paperback pocket-book-sized editions in two to three volumes were published, and hundreds of thousands of copies, perhaps more than a million
copies, have been sold. Three of these editions are still available. Many
hard-cover editions were published as part of series of the "Collection of
World Literature." A noteworthy feature of the Japanese translations is
that each book includes a lengthy postscript in which the translator (or
someone else) interprets the novel in the light not only of the historical
and social backgrounds but also of the themes and the structure of the
novel. Very often, the postscript is solid enough to be an academic article.
In some books, accounts of Steinbeck's biographical background,
including a chronology of Steinbeck's life, are added.
The hardest part of translating The Grapes of Wrath into the Japanese language is handling the vernacular, the colloquial speech of the characters
in the story. Nii, the pioneer, confesses, "What I found most troublesome
was the vernacular. The speech of the farmers in the South West and
Middle West was not easy to read." Therefore, it is natural that one should
be able to point out quite a few mistranslations in Nii's book. Even the
versions that followed it are not free from mistakes.
The mistranslations seem to have resulted not only from the difficulties of the vernacular but also from insufficient knowledge of the cultural
background of the story. For example, all the translators except Ohashi
mistake the phrase, "to chop cotton;' for "to pick cotton;' rather than to
cut it. In another example, five out of seven translators give the wrong
words for "we'd a-drawed solitary," (p. 128) which is said by Tom Joad
when he and Jim Casy talk about "preaching." Many put it as "we would
be lonely:' Interestingly, Nii and Onoe, the first and the last translators,
give the right translation for the phrase, which implies being isolated.
Thus it was an epochmaking event for Japanese readers when, in
February, 1988, Professors Yasuo Hashiguchi and Koichi Kaida published a painstaking, meticulous, 354-page annotation of The Grapes of
Wrath which is designed to go with the current Penguin edition. This
long-awaited commentary has become a prerequisite for college
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professors like myself as well as for students who wish to read and appreciate the novel properly in the original language. As students of English,
we must understand the language before appreciating the work of art.
This volume of annotations sold a thousand copies in six months,
although it is more expensive than the Penguin edition itself.
Another significant accomplishment of the annotators is that they have
discovered two typographical errors in addition to those widely recognized as collectors' marks in the first edition of the Viking Press-~~casey''
(p. 86) and ~~What you go there?" (p. 270). The typographical errors they
found in the 1939 edition are: " 'thout kinking hisself" (p. 340), which
should read 'thout thinking hisself;' and"... 'Bet you wisht you had
some lef,' " (p. 562) where another single quotation mark is necessary at
the end. They have also found at least nine typographical errors in the
1987 Penguin edition.
Several Japanese translations of critical studies on Steinbeck have
appeared in the last 15 years. A translation of John Clark Pratt's John Steinbeck: A Critical Study by Hiromu Shimizu was published in 1976.
Tetsumaro Hayashi's A Study Guide to Steinbeck: A Handbook to His Major
Works as well as A Study Guide to Steinbeck (Part II) were translated by
Kiyohiko Tsuboi et aL in 1978 and by Kenji Inoue, Fumio Momose, and
Kiyoshi Nakayama in 1982. In 1981, Minoru Sano translated John Steinbeck: The Errant Knight, and Shigeharu Yano translated John Steinbeck: East
and West, edited by Tetsumaro Hayashi et al. in 1982. Interest in Steinbeck
studies continues in recent translations of Lester Jay Marks's Thematic
Designs in the Novels of John Steinbeck, translated by Haruki Kobe and
Takanori Kinoshita in 1983. Mikio Inui translated Tetsumaro Hayashi's
Steinbeck's Travel Literature: Essays in Criticism in 1985. Osamu Hamaguchi,
Kyoko ArikL and Yoshifumi Kato are translating John Steinbeck: From
Salinas to the World, edited by Shigeharu Yano et aL, and their work is to
appear in 1990.
There are also a number of original works by Japanese literary critics.
The books of critical studies by Japanese scholars published to date are
listed below (with one exception, each has a chapter on The Grapes of
Wrath): Inazawa, Hid eo, Sutainbekku Ron (Essays on Steinbeck); Tokyo:
Shichosha, 1967 (in Japanese). Ishi, lchiro. ed. Sutainbekku (Steinbeck), A
Study Guide to 20th Century English and American Literature, 22; Tokyo:
Kenkyusha, 1968 (in Japanese). Yano, Shigeharu, The Current of Steinbeck's World, 5 vol; Tokyo: Seibido, 1978-1986 (in English). Otake,
Masaru and Yukio Rizawa, eds., Sutainbekku Kenkyu (A Study of John Steinbeck); Tokyo: Arechi Shuppan, 1980 (in Japanese). Shimomura, Noboru,
A Study of John Steinbeck: Mysticism in His Novels; Tokyo: Hokuseido, 1982
(in English). Egusa, Hisashi. et. aL, Sutainbekku Kenkyu: Tanpenshosetsu Ron
(A Study of John Steinbeck: Essays on Short Stories); Tokyo: Yashio Shuppan,
1987 (in Japanese). The latest is my own book written in Japanese with
11
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the title, Steinbeck's Literature: The California Years; Osaka: Kansai University Press, 1989.
According to the 1978 bibliography by Mitsuo Yamashita, 30 articles on
The Grapes of Wrath were published in Japan between 1956 and 1976.
Among these, two analyzed the linguistic features of the novel: Hiroshige
Yoshida's "Gender of Animation in J. Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath" and
Akira Toyonaga's "On Americanism in The Grapes of Wrath." The others
are interpretations of the story as literature. About the articles published
in the 1970s, Hidekazu Hirose has contributed three articles to Steinbeck
Quarterly-"Japanese Steinbeck Criticism in 1971" (FalL 1973), "Japanese
Steinbeck Criticism in 1972-73" (Spring, 1975), and "Japanese Steinbeck Criticism in 1974-75" (Spring, 1977). In his 1973 article, Hirose
introduces Seiji Onoe' s translation of The Grapes of Wrath. His 1975 article
reviews an essay on the novel by Taiwa Izu, "A Memorandum on The
Grapes of Wrath-Following the Meaning of 'Wrath.'" ·
In the decade following 1977, Japanese scholars published at least 21
articles on The Grapes of Wrath, most of which are treated in a series of my
articles under the title, "Steinbeck Criticism in Japan" in Steinbeck
Quarterly (Summer-Fall, 1979; Summer-Fall, 1981; Summer-FalL 1983;
Winter-Spring, 1986; and Summer-Fall, 1987). Among these articles,
Kyoko Ariki' s "The Grapes of Wrath and Tobacco Road: An Analysis of Steinbeck's and Caldwell's Anger'' is an insightful comparative analysis of the
two writers. Soiku Shigematsu's "150 Zen Sayings from The Grapes of
Wrath" is a unique list of Zen sayings from his English translation of a
capping-phrase book, Zenrin Kushu (A Zen Forest: Sayings of the Masters),
and similar expressions that he found in the novel.
In proceeding in this fashion, Shigematsu discovered in the novel not
only the Oriental philosophy but the metaphysical qualities of Oriental
poetry. To take a couple of examples, the first pair and the last:
1. As the sky became pale, so the earth became pale. (p. 3
of the novel)
In the willow, become green!
In the flower, become red! (no. 906 of the Zen sayings)
150. She looked up and across the bam, and her lips came
together and smiled mysteriously. (p. 619 of the novel)
Glimpsing a flower/ behind the curtain,/ I ask whoA smile/ on her colored lips/-no word. (no. 1067)
Japanese people have read The Grapes of Wrath intensively and meti-
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culously, as they have always read classics in English and American literature. But they have to break through the barrier of the language by
looking words up in dictionaries or by asking native English speakers.
Without this time-consuming process, they are not able to start appreciating the whole book. Steinbeck's language and style, as have Hemingway's, have served as a model to them. Far removed from the enigmatic
style of Henry James or of William Faulkner, Steinbeck's style seems, at
first glance, to be easily comprehended and appreciated, although it often
betrays the reader because its deep and multilayered meanings and
implications often prove that initial impression to be wrong. Its complexity and profundity are among the remarkable things that have struck
the hearts not only of the Japanese but of people throughout the world.
I have written three articles on The Grapes of Wrath. The first is a discussion of the relationship between the themes of the novel and the meaning
of "Wrath." The second analyzes the functions of the interchapters in this
novel and in other works like Cannery Row and East of Eden; and the title of
the last, written in English, is "The Artistic Design of The Grapes of Wrath:
Steinbeck's Five Layers of Symbolism." The subtitle comes from Steinbeck's statement in a letter to Pascal Covici, saying, after he had explained
the last scene of the novel as a survival symbol, "There are five layers in
this book, a reader will find as many as he can and he won't find more than
he has in himself:' In another statement, Steinbeck wrote to Carlton A.
Sheffield, explaining again the last scene of the novel, "It was [a] reduction to the simplest survival symboL ... It is just a closing of the circle on
five layers of symbolism:' I tried to understand what Steinbeck had in
mind when he wrote thus to his close friends. In contrast with Warren
French's essay on The Grapes of Wrath inA Study Guide to Steinbeck: A Handbook to His Major Works, I tentatively diagnosed naturalistic symbolism"
as the first layer, "sociological symbolism" as the second, ~~christian or
Biblical symbolism" as the third, "philosophical symbolism" as the
fourth, and "humanistic symbolism" as the last layer. This, however, is a
classification that I thought out seven years ago and that strikes many as
awkward and rather farfetched. Perhaps it is no more than guesswork.
Indeed, the five layers" Steinbeck spoke of to Covici may be one thing
and the "five layers of symbolism" he mentioned to Sheffield another. It
may be that, among the former, one can include the symbolism,
philosophy, and themes of the novel, and, among the latter, one can point
out such symbolic images as descriptions, among others, of Rose of
Sharon's gesture in the last scene and of the land turtle's movement to the
southwest. In order for me to get somewhere, unlike the turtle, I intend to
tackle again the problem of the multilayered quality of the novel in the
future. We make these attempts because of the challenge in Steinbeck's
remark,". . . a reader will find as many [layers] as he can and he won't
find more than he has in himself:'
II
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Selectivity, Syinpathy,
and Charles Darwin

Brian Railsback

E

VEN though Steinbeck's penchant for biology and his close association with Ed Ricketts when The Grapes of Wrath was written are
known, it is still astonishing how strong the parallels are between Darwin
and Steinbeck. Certainly the author knew Darwin's work firsthand,
owning a copy of The Origin of Species and a two-volume edition of
Darwin's journal from the voyage of The Beagle (DeMott, p. 32). An
intimacy with Darwin's great works reveals a methodology, a holism, and
a scientific outlook realized in The Grapes of Wrath
Eighteen months after Steinbeck completed his epic novel, Ricketts
and he commenced their "makeshift expedition" of the Sea of Cortez. In
Sea of Cortez: A Leisurely Journal of Travel and Research, their admiration for
Darwin is clear, and they refer to him several times throughout the
journal. (pp. 32,60-61,135,192-93,217) One particularly strong passage
on Darwin, at the beginning of Chapter 19, was probably added by Steinbeck, for it does not appear in Ricketts's own log: "Being a naturalist,
[Darwin] said, 'All nature seemed sparkling with life: but actually it was
he who was sparkling. He felt so very fine that he can ... translate his
ecstasy over a hundred years to us. And we can feel how he stretched his
muscles in the morning air and perhaps took off his hat-we hope a
bowler-and tossed it and caught it:' (pp. 192-93) Another passage-
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again, not in Ricketts's log-compares their expedition to Darwin's: "In a
way, ours is the older method, somewhat like that of Darwin on the
Beagle." (p. 60) The influence of Darwin's discussions on competition and
natural selection can be spotted throughout the log. Examples are: "There
was an exuberant fierceness in the littoral here, a vital competition for
existence" and the observation that the sponge is "one step above the
protozoa, at the bottom of the evolutionary ladder:' Such passages
demonstrate the pervasiveness of Darwin's scientific theories throughout the work. (pp. 58,59) Steinbeck and Ricketts see Darwin as a man who
shares many of their methods and philosophical ideas, perhaps as the
original source of many of their beliefs.
For Steinbeck and Ricketts, the inductive method leads to the nonteleological view, to an observation of the whole and its interrelations,
and ultimately to an acceptance of things not as we want them to be but as
they are. Steinbeck and Ricketts share the same view of nature that
Darwin not only saw but largely originated: the view of the whole, with
the human being a part of all natural interrelations-a view which denies
traditionally religious or romantic notions. Darwin's theory of evolution
shattered fundamental views of creation and man's god-like image. In the
last sentence of Descent of Man, Darwin allows nothing for these beliefs,
reminding readers that "with his god-like intellect which has penetrated
into the movements and constitution of the solar system-with all these
exalted powers-Man still bears in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of
his lowly origin:' (p. 208) In the log, Steinbeck reaches similar conclusions, recognizing why a view like his or Darwin's would be attacked:
"Why do we so dread to think of our species as a species? Can it be that we
are afraid of what we may find?" (p. 265)
If we begin to look at the whole picture and see ourselves as a part of
the whole-and not as the only part-the move beyond egocentricity is
inevitable. For Darwin and Steinbeck, the concept of the whole naturally
makes sympathy an important trait. The special brand of sympathy they
refer to is one that leads to cooperation, acting beyond oneself. In the log,
Steinbeck writes that "sympathy is a passive state of receptivity, but to be
simpatica is to be more active or co-operative:' (p. 162) Darwin discusses
the importance of sympathy at some length in the Descent of Man. We do
not have any record of Steinbeck's reading this book, but considering his
and Ricketts's admiration for Darwin and their apparent knowledge of
him-even referring to Darwin's son's work [see Cortez p. 32-33]-it
would not be surprising if Steinbeck was familiar with it. Of sympathy,
Darwin writes, "This emotion, as we have seen, is one of the most important elements of the social instincts.... The moral nature of man has
reached its present standard, partly through the advancement of his
reasoning powers ... but especially from his sympathies having been
rendered more tender and widely diffused through the effects of habit,
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example, instruction, and reflection:' (Descent, p. 201) Darwin indicates
that, as sympathy is a trait among social animals, a human without compassion is something worse than a beast. (See his comments about the
Fuegians in Descent, p. 208.)
More than any other novel by Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath resonates
with Darwinian ideas. Through Steinbeck's narrative technique, which
gives us a view of the parts (i.e., the characters in the Joad chapters) to the
wider view of the whole (the intercalary chapters), we are presented with
a holistic view of the migrant worker developed through Steinbeck's own
inductive process. The epic demonstrates the range of Darwin's theory,
including the essential aspects of evolution: the struggle for existence and
the process of natural selection. The migrant workers move across the
land as a species, uprooted from one niche and forced to gain a foothold
in another. Their struggle is intensified by the perversion of natural competition by capitalism, yet the intensity of the migrants' fight only makes
the survivors that much tougher. Because of their ireases. The bankers
and members of the Farmers Association reduce themselves as they
oppress, while the surviving migrant workers become increasingly
tougher, more resourceful, and more sympathetic. Ultimately, seeing
Charles Darwin in The Grapes of Wrath enables us to perceive some hope
for the Joads and others like them. Despite the dismal scene that
concludes the novel, we come to a better understanding of what Ma Joad
already knows, that the people" will always keep on coming.
From the first pages of The Grapes of Wrath, the novel creates a large picture in which ~~the people" are a small part; in the great natural scheme of
sky and land, of rain, wind, and dust, they suffer with the team horses or
the dying com-helpless in this huge canvas of natural machinations.
Their homes barely shut out nature; not more than a night after the
people leave, new occupants enter who were always waiting outside:
weasels, cats, bats, mice, weeds. (Grapes, pp. 126-27) The people are
further associated with the natural world by their being rendered in
animal metaphors, either by their own language or by the narrator's. In
Chapter 8, we meet the Joad family and hear that Ma fears Tom will be like
Pretty Boy Floyd ("They shot at him like a varmint ... an' then they run
him like a coyote, an' him a-snappin' an' a-snarlin', mean as a lobo"); that
Grampa once tortured Granma "as children torture bugs"; that Grampa
had hoped the "jailbird" Tom would "come a-bustin' outa that jail like a
bull through a corral fence"; and that somewhere AI is "a-billygoatin'
aroun' the country. Tom-cattin' hisself to death." (pp. 82-89) The narrator's famous image of the land turtle is the most extensive metaphor for
the migrant worker. In Chapter 3 the tough, wizened turtle navigates the
road, pushing ahead with "hands" rather than front claws. Tom picks up
the turtle and Casy observes, "'Nobody can't keep a turtle though ... at
last one day they get out and away they go-off somewheres. It's like
11
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me.' " (p. 21) When Tom releases it, a cat attacks it to no avail, and the
turtle goes in the same direction that the Joads will: southwest The connection is made stronger when, in Chapter 16, a description of the flight
of the Joads and the Wilsons across the Panhandle is juxtaposed with the
image of the land turtles which "crawled through the dust" (p. 178)
Steinbeck's continual observation of animals and plants and his extensive use of animal metaphors underscore a recognition of homo sapiens as
another species.
This recognition leads to the same collision with traditional religion
that Darwin's theory felt in Victorian England. The idea that the human
being is above the animals, a being made in God's image, is directly challenged. In an eerie scene, Steinbeck powerfully demonstrates the selfdelusion of a group of "Jehovites" who pray in a tent for Granma.
Aspiring to be superior to the natural world, they are more beast-like than
those they call sinners: "One woman's voice went up and up in a wailing
cry, wild and fierce, like the cry of a beast; and a deeper woman's voice
rose up beside it, a baying voice, and a man's voice traveled up the scale in
the howl of a wolf. The exhortation stopped, and only the feral howling
came from the tent." (p. 233) Uke the meetings Casy devised as a
preacher, in which men and women retired to make love, traditional religion is an illusion. As Darwin points out, for all of our aspirations, we
cannot cover up the "indelible stamp" of our "lowly origins:'
Certainly the world Steinbeck portrays in The Grapes of Wrath demonstrates what Ricketts, Darwin, and he believed: humans are a part of the
natural scheme and subject to the laws of ecology. As Frederick Bracher
notes, "Steinbeck looks at man, both individually and in groups, as only
one more manifestation of the life which teems throughout earth and
sea:' (p. 185) That the Darwinian principles of competition and selection
are an essential part of the novel should not be surprising. The Joads and
Wilsons are part of a movement of migrants acting as a species turned out
of a niche by natural and unnatural forces. The migrants go to a richer
niche that would appear to have plenty of room for them. Many of them
die, overwhelmed by competition and repression. Yet the survivors
display an astounding ability to adapt. They come to California a vigorous
new species quite terrifying to the natives who, despite the crushing
power of a brutal economic system, act from a growing insecurity. "They
have weathered the thing," Steinbeck writes of migrant workers in an
essay, "and they can weather much more for their blood is strong ... this
new race is here to stay and heed must be taken of it:' ("Their Blood Is
Strong," pp. 4,5)
The process of evolution that leads to the creation of "this new race" is
patently Darwinian. With the drought upon the land and the decision to
dissolve the tenant system, the farmer can no longer live in the countryforcing the migration west. In the Origin, Darwin observes that if an open
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country undergoes some great change, "new forms would certainly
immigrate, and this would likewise seriously disturb the relations of
some of the former inhabitants:' (p. 55; a similar observation is made on
p. 97) From the first day of the Joad's migration, a process of selection
begins; those who can adapt to the new way of life survive. Although a
tough man, Grampa proves too rooted in the old land to adapt to the new,
and his death, as Casy knows, is inevitable: "Grampa didn' die tonight. He
died the minute you took 'im off the place: " (p. 160) Muley cannot leave
either, and his future is doubtful; ironically Noah, who himself will
wander off alone into oblivion, tells Muley, " 'You gonna die out in the
fiel' some day.'" (p. 121) Granma cannot recover from the death of
Grampa, and she sees only him, losing touch with reality and eventually
life. The Wilsons also fail despite the help from the Joads; Ivy lacks the
essential mechanical knowledge of cars to succeed, and Sairy is too
physically weak to survive.
Because of the migrants' relentless trek, during which they are driven
by the harshness of weather, poverty, and cruelty, the ones who arrive in
California already are transformed. As intercalary Chapter 17 shows, the
group has adapted to the new way oflife on the road, "They were not farm
men any more, but migrant men:' (p. 215) The new breed pours into
California "restless as ants, scurrying to find work to do:' But"the owners
hate how easy it is to steal land from a soft man if you are fierce and
hungry and armed" (pp. 256-57) Ma Joad typifies the" strong blood" that
Steinbeck refers to, for she adapts to each new situation, meeting difficulties with whatever ferocity or compassion is needed, constantly working
to keep the family together and push them forward. Toward the end of.
the novel, Ma gives her famous speech about the people, and certainly
she has come to understand what survival of the fittest means: " 'We ain't
gonna die out. People is goin' on-changin' a little, maybe, but goin' right
on ... some die, but the rest is tougher.'" (pp. 467-68)
A Darwinian interpretation of The Grapes of Wrath underscores the
novel's most terrible irony: the owners' perversion of the natural process
only hastens their own destruction. In states such as Oklahoma, the
bank-the "monster''-must be fed at the expense of the tenant system,
thus losing something precious: "The man who is more than his chemistry ... that man who is more than his elements knows the land that is
more than its analysis:' (p. 126) And the will of these people, their potential, is drawn to another land. The Farmers Association of California
sends out handbills to attract a surplus of labor, intensifying the competition for jobs so that the migrant laborers will work for almost nothing. But
the owners are unconscious of the other part of the equation, that
increased competition only toughens the survivors, as Darwin notes: "In
the survival of favoured individuals and races, during the constantlyrecurrent Struggle for Existence, we see a powerful and ever-acting form

102

of Selection" (Origin, p. 115). The novel's omniscient narrator recalls "the
little screaming fact'' evident throughout history, of which the owners
remain ignorant: "repression works only to strengthen and knit the
repressed." (p. 262)
In "Their Blood Is Strong," Steinbeck recognizes the ironic position of
the owners in California. "Having built the repressive attitude toward the
labor they need to survive, the directors were terrified of the things they
have created." (p. 11) As the economic system blindly pushes people out
of the plains states and just as blindly entices them to California with the
intention of inhuman exploitation, it is a system of men who fail to see the
whole. Often the owners win, and some workers are hungry enough to
betray their own, such as the men hired to move in and break up the
dance at Weed patch. But at the end of Chapter 19, the omniscient voice
describes how in their suffering people come together (as they gather
coins to bury a dead infant); soon they will see beyond themselves and
the illusion of their religion, "And the association of owners knew that
some day the praying would stop. And there's the end." (p. 263) Thenarrator describes the sense of coming change in more ominous tones at the
end of Chapter 25: " . . . in the eyes of the hungry there is a growing
wrath. In the souls of the people the grapes of wrath are filling and
growing heavy, growing heavy for the vintage:' (p. 385) The narrator
presents the whole view, and characters like Tom and Casy also see it, but
the owners cannot as they continue to create a breed that will be their
undoing. "For while California has been successful in its use of migrant
labor;' Steinbeck writes in "Their Blood Is Strong," "it is gradually
building a human structure which will certainly change the state, and
may, if handled with the inhumanity and stupidity that have characterized the past, destroy the present system of agricultural economics."
(p. 5)
In the thinking of Steinbeck and Darwin, "inhumanity" would be a
keen lack of sympathy and "stupidity'' would be the reason for that lack,
the inability to see the whole. As the owners continue to create conditions that will favor a people stronger and ultimately more human,
inhumanity and stupidity could eventually lead to the natives' extinction. As Casy tells his assassin just before the death blow, " 'You don't
know what you're a-doin'" (p. 426). His last words appropriately echo
Christ's, for in killing the leader of a cause, one leaves tougher disciples,
such as Tom Joad.
From his knowledge of the whole, of past and present, and of
humanity's true place in the scheme of nature, Charles Darwin nears the
end of Descent of Man with the interesting realization that he would rather
be a "heroic little monkey" than the human "savage who delights to torture his enemies ... knows no decency, and is haunted by the grossest
superstitions:' (p. 208) It is not the kind of statement anyone with illu-
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sions about the inherent superiority of human beings would wish to hear.
And the view is certainly played out in The Grapes of Wrath, as we
encounter a group of the most" civilized" people practicing many of the
atrocities that delight Darwin's savage. They lack sympathy, an essential
factor for the attainment of what Darwin would call"social instinct" or
what Steinbeck would call"dignity'' (which he defines in "Their Blood Is
Strong'' as" a register of a man's responsibility to the community''). (12) A
group lacking this quality will lose its humanity and probably its existence as a group. The migrant workers show a sense of compassion for
their fellows; it binds them together and can eventually insure their existence in a hostile environment. For the cooperation that grows out of
sympathy is the greatest threat to the owners, as Steinbeck writes in a
passage directed at them, "And from this first 'we' there grows a still more
dangerous thing: 'I have a little food' plus 'I have none: If from this
problem the sum is 'We have a little food; the thing is on its way, the
movement has direction.... If you who own the things people must have
could understand this, you might preserve yourself." (Grapes, pp. 16566) Steinbeck goes on to warn them that "the quality of owning freezes
you forever into 'I; and cuts you off forever from the 'we:" (p. 166)
Clearly the owners do not understand this reality.
The other great irony of the novel is that, through a Darwinian process
of adaptation and evolution, the conditions created by the owners only
make the migrant workers more human. This process can be seen in
nearly every chapter, as migrants share money, food, transportation, and
work. Ultimately, they share their anger and momentarily unite in a strike
until they are defeated by an influx of hungry workers who do not yet see
the big picture. But as the suffering continues and more Casys are
martyred and more Toms are created, the people will eventually move
forward. As Casy tells Tom," ~ever' time they's a little step fo'ward, she
may slip back a little, but she never slips clear back.'" (p. 425) Casy's
words resonate with the narrator's definition of what man is in Chapter
14: "This you may say of man ... man stumbles forward, painfully, mistakenly sometimes. Having stepped forward, he may slip back, but only a
half step, never the full step back:' (p. 164) While the owners, comfortable and rich, are "frozen" in their "I" mentality, the surviving
migrants move forward; they are vigorous and continue to evolve into
their "we" mentality.
This particular kind of evolution is best illustrated through the
development of Tom Joad. Ma, too, shows a tremendous capacity for
adaptation and sympathy, yet her sense of "we" does not extend far
beyond the family unit. Casy certainly comes to see the whole picture,
and his sympathy extends to all the oppressed laborers. Yet we see the
greatest change in Tom, whose near-animal introversion changes to an
almost spiritual extroversion. At the start of the novel Tom, like Grampa,
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AI, Ruthie, and Winfield, is preoccupied with his own needs. Sitting with
Casy and Muley in his parents' wrecked house, Tom has only food on his
mind while Muley talks on about his pathetic existence: "Joad turned the
meat, and his eyes were inward." (p. 54) Once the meat is done, he seizes
upon it "scowling like an animal." (p. 57) Ironically, while Casy suddenly
is inspired to go with the people on the road, Joad rolls a cigarette and
ignores Casy's speech. Later, Tom rails at a gas station attendant who
worries about what is happening to the country. Tom pauses, noticing for
the first time that the attendant's station is near bankruptcy, and he corrects himself, "'I didn't mean to sound off at ya, mister:" (p. 139)
When Casy begins to question Tom about the larger picture, about the
fact that their group is only part of a mass migration, Tom begins to feel
the inadequacy of his narrow vision:" 'I'm jus' puttin' one foot in front a
the other. I done it at Mac for four years ... I thought it'd be somepin different when I come out! Couldn't think a nothin' in there, else you go stir
happy, an' now can't think a nothin: " Like Ma, keeping the family
together becomes a project for Tom; he finds the drunken Uncle John and
feels pity for him, and later he sacrifices his natural anger for the good of
the family. (pp. 306,309) After Tom sees Casy killed, the change that has
been gradually occurring in him becomes complete. He understands the
entire structure, for he has been both in the camp with the laborers and
outside with the strike leaders. His immediate concern is to flee for the
sake of his family, but to appease Ma he hides in a cave of vines near the
Joads's new camp. Although he has been reduced to living like an animal,
in the darkness of his cave Tom has been thinking about Casy, " 'He
talked a lot. Used ta bother me. But now I been thinkin' what he said, an I
can remember-all of it: " (p. 462) He has come to realize the truth of the
"Preacher;' a code of survival based on cooperation:" 'And if one prevail
against him, two shall withstand him, and a three-fold cord is not quickly
broken: " (p. 462) He gives the speech in which he takes on a mystical
aspect, the ultimate expression of sympathy, for he becomes less the individual and more an essence of the whole: " 'I'll be ever'where-wherever
you look: " (p. 463) He has determined a truth that goes beyond even
Ma' s comprehension, for she says at the end of his speech, " 'I don' un' erstan.' " (p. 463) Because of his fierceness, inherited from Ma, he will pose
a greater threat to the owners than Casy, who "forgot to duck:'
The Darwinian view of The Grapes of Wrath should help in understanding why, in a work so full of apparently hopeless suffering, characters
such as Ma or Tom have a sense of victory. The processes of competition
and natural selection, artificially heightened by narrow-minded landowners, create a new race with strong blood-a race that can adapt and
fight in a way the old one cannot. Endowed with a closeness to the land
and an increasing sympathy, this new race represents a nobler human
being far superior to the old "I" savage. Thus, even when famished and
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faced with death, Rose of Sharon, beginning to see past her own selfishness, offers her breast to a starving man and has reason to smile
mysteriously; she begins to understand something larger and greater
than her oppressors will ever know.
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A Psychoanalytic Reading

Deborah Schneer

A

SUBJECT pertinent to a discussion of The Grapes of Wrath that has
not been considered in any of the critical literature is a mental
process known in psychoanalytic discourse as "splitting:'
"Splitting" describes the mentf!l activity by which people project and
introject aspects of themselves and the external world, thereby keeping
what feels right and good, safe and separate from what feels dangerous
and destructive. Splitting indicates polarization. Good and bad cannot be
integrated. One side is devalued, the other idealized. The process is
simple to describe, but it is not insignificant.
Splitting was first written about by analysts working with infants• and
was meant to describe a condition of infant life, but it is also seen as a feature of adult life. Some use the concept to explain extraordinary aspects of
group behavior and social processes. Robert J. Lifton's Nazi Doctors, for
example, comes out of a theory of consciousness informed by the concept
of splitting as do Joel Kovel's White Racism and recent work on
imperialism.
While it is popular to look for Freudian models in literature and to discuss literature using Freudian theories, it is not so popular to discuss
literature with reference to object relations theories and particularly the
object relations theory of splitting. But if analyzed with reference to splitting, The Grapes of Wrath opens up in new and important ways. The reader
sees that it is partly through splitting that a ruling class achieves
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hegemony, or, more specifically, that a group of hoodlums stole the West
and made it look as if anyone else who wanted a share was a criminal. To
explain, I will look at an assumption about human nature in the text of the
novel that is strategically related to use of the concept of splitting to
undercut popular myths about American society.
I. Splitting as Theme
Many passages in the text suggest a Freudian view of human nature,
the idea that human nature is amoral, aggressive, self-serving,
predatorial. Muley introduces the idea early in the story when he, Tom,
and Casy are hiding out on the old Joad farm. When a police patrol car
rides up, Muley tells his friends that they had better leave. Tom is surprised at his reaction because it makes him aware of a change in Muley's
character: "Whars come over you, Muley? You wasn't never no run-anhide fella. You was mean:' he says. Muley's response begins the discussion about instinct that threads its way through the novel:
I was mean like a wolf. Now I'm mean like a weasel. When
you're huntin' somepin' you're a hunter, an' you're strong.
Can't nobody beat a hunter. But when you get hunted-thars
different. Somepin' happens to you. You ain't strong; maybe
you're fierce, but you ain't strong. I been hunted now for a
long time. I ain't a hunter no more. I'd maybe shoot a fella in
the dark, but I don't maul nobody with a fence stake no more.
While the ostensible meaning is to show how far Muley has fallen, the
underlying point is to call attention to an aggressive instinct. When Muley
was a hunter, when he was out there mauling people with fence posts, he
was impressive and feeling "strong:' Now that he is one of the hunted, he
is not so impressive, but he is still fierce and mean. The logical conclusion to which such an observation points is that this aggressive instinct, or
"mean streak;' is part of human nature. One may disguise it, wear it like a
wolf or a weasel. One can even make it "mean somepin'." ("Don't do it,"
Casy says to Muley who wants to shoot through the house. "Jus' a waste.
We got to get thinkin about doin' stuff that means somepin.' ")
"Somepin,' " of course, means unionization. It is a way of channeling the
meanness and violence expressed in Muley's wanting to shoot through
the house. "Stuff that means somepin' " is the anti-social impulse in sublimated form and serves to remind the reader of it.
The imagery that ends the chapter has an obvious predatorial component and reminds us of this anti-social impulse. After the patrol leaves,
"gradually the skittering life of the ground, of holes and burrows, of the
brush, began again; the gophers moved, and the rabbits crept ... the mice
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scampered ... and the winged hunters moved soundlessly overhead."
(p. 78) Like the gophers and rabbits, the three companions will go about
their business while the cold white light from the patrol will criss-cross
silently across fields like the soundless hunters overhead. This symbolic
representation of the conflict between the farmers and the police is a clear
expression of an animal-and therefore irrational-component of the
conflict.
There doesn't seem to be much reason for AI to swerve into the other
lane and run over a harmless gopher snake, ("You oughtn't to done that;'
says Tom (p. 469). And there doesn't seem to be much reason for him to
try to zip into a cat crossing the road. His "nearly got him" (p. 235),
suggests that he acts impulsively, not out of anger. When Ma tells Tom
"They's some folks that's just theirself an' nothin' more .... [But]
ever'thin you do is more 'n you;' she is saying that he is more than his
instincts. He has the freedom not to act aggressively when he" oughtn't."
But the statement that Tom is more than his instincts reminds us of his
instincts, of his aggression. Among the many things that might join the
rich and poor into one family- might suggest they are all part of" one big
soul"-is this anti-social impulse that they share.
One of the great things about this novel is that it allows for an irrational
streak in the heroes. It helps the story to be l~ss predictable, to fall less
easily into the formula that some proletarian novels of the period seem to
follow. But though the text ascribes an irrational streak to the working
class, it is more interested in how that streak is acted out by the upper
class. For The Grapes of Wrath is largely about big corporations and how
they came to own California. This text suggests that they were motivated
by a predatorial instinct and that it was the unleashed power of that
instinct that won the corporate sector its great wealth. The text's juxtaposition of a predatorial characterization of business against a selfeffacing business rhetoric draws attention to the discrepancy between the
group's rhetoric and its actions. The nasty image that the corporate sector
attributes to labor is the projection of its own nastiness. Through projection, labor bears the full burden of guilt for the anti-social impulse.
The novel treats readers to a history lesson of how the West came to be
controlled by so few people, of how there could be "one man with a
million acres;' and "three hundred thousan' people ... livin like hogs
'cause ever'thing in California is owned. They ain't nothin' left." One
reason the West came to be controlled by so few people is that predatorial
instincts were loosed upon the world. As if to remind the reader of the
predatorial basis for the operations of the bank, the images that describe it
have to do with eating. Not only do banks need to show a profit-"they
breathe" them; "they eat the interest. ... If they don't get it, they die the
way you die ... without side meat." References to an aggressive instinct
abound. The transfer of land from the farmers to the bank is imagined as a
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rape. The tractor which "cultivates" the land, "cut[s] the earth with
blades ... [its] twelve curved iron penises erected in the foundry,
orgasms set by gears, raping methodically, raping without passion...."
(p. 47). The automobile industry's language is loaded with hunting
metaphors: "All right, Joe;' says one speaker. "You soften' 'em up an'
shoot 'em in here. I'll close 'em, or I'll kill' em," (p. 82). Every step of the
journey pits the Joads against other "monsters"-vigilantes armed "as
though to repel an invader, squads with pickhandles... :' (p. 363) California, we are told, was stolen from the Mexicans. It all started when a
"horde of tattered feverish Americans poured in" with "such a hunger for
land that they took the land-stole (the] land ... growled and quarreled
over [it] ... and ... guarded with guns the land they had stolen:'
These passages suggest that capitalist profits are made by violence. The
actions they describe correspond to what the text presents as an upperclass view of poor people. According to upper-class wisdom, the name
"Okie" means "you're a dirty son-of-a-bitch ... scum." According to
upper-class wisdom everyone but the Okie "got sense." Okies are all
"hard lookin' ... They got no sense and no feeling. They ain't human.
They ain't a hell of a lot better than gorillas." (p. 301) But the text undercuts these accusations. It paints a respectable image of the migrants and
forces us to look for anti-social attributes in the capitalists. They appear
much "harder," much more lacking in "sense and feeling;' much more
beastly in their actions than the Okies. The text tailors the actions of a
wealthy capitalist class to fit that class's descriptions of the unemployed,
of the Okies. Through projection, one group, here the lower class, can
bear the guilt of another-here the upper.
Several discussions about discrepancy-about what is said to be true of
a group and what the actions indicate is true of that group-also suggest
that notions about the lower class come from the projection of a guilt
Here is the description of a discussion of the meaning of the word "relief:'
A spokesman for corporate interests complains that the government
gives too many free hand-outs, too much "relief" to the "Goddamn
Okies;' and a "little fella" pushes him to define his terms:
"They was a little fella, an' he says, 'What you mean, relief?'
'I mean relief-what us taxpayers puts in an' you goddamn
Okies takes out:
'We pay sales tax an' gas tax an' tobacco tax; this little guy
says. An he says, 'Farmers get four cents a cotton poun' from
the gov'ment-ain't that relief?'
'They're doin' stuff got to be done; this deputy says:'
(pp. 455-456)
There is a discrepancy between what is said to be true of the Okies, that
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they are on relief, and the facts to which the narrator turns. The
mythology is that Okies are more dependent on government support
than others, when actually, they pay taxes like everyone else. Furthermore, farmers are on relief-they get four cents a pound from the government To argue that the Okies are the only people on relief is to project
guilt belonging to the corporate sector-to the railroads, big farmers, and
shipping companies.
"Irs our land;' cry the tenants. "We measured it and broke it up. We
were born on it and we got killed on it, died on it. Even if irs no good irs
still ours. Thars what makes it ours-being born on it, working it, dying
on it. That makes ownership, not a paper with numbers on it." Their claim
to be the rightful owners of the land is paralleled in a notice Tom makes
when he returns home only to discover that his farm has been taken by
the banks and that he is now "trespassin'." The discussion, suggests that
the paper with numbers on it is merely a trick to legitimate the trespassing
of the corporate sector that sends tractors and police onto the land to
seize it. The accusation that Tom and his friends are trespassing is the
projection of a guilt.
"Pella in Business got to lie an' cheat, but he calls it somepin'
else. Thars whars important. You go steal that tire an' you're a
thief, but he tried to steal your four dollars for a busted tire.
They call that sound business."
The speaker points out that there is a discrepancy between what the
"fellas in business" claim about themselves and what their actions
suggest. The text clearly ascribes what the businessman claims about
another person (that he is a thief) to the businessman. Since the businessman believes that what the text ascribes to him is true not of himself but
instead of someone else, we can assume that the point is to suggest that
one group can become the object for the projection of a guilt and can bear
the full burden of that guilt.
The author's attitude toward all this projecting is summed up in Ma
Joad's response to Uncle John's "sin:' Uncle John, who is convinced that
he accidentally killed his wife, feels the full weight of his Crimes and
would like to be rid of guilt. He is forever unburdening himself. "I got to
tell;' he keeps saying. "They're a-eatin' on me." This troubled character
embodies the emotional state that is the cause of splitting. Ma's advice
could have broad implications were it taken to heart by more people than
just poor old Uncle John:
11

11

"Don' go tellin', John. Don' go burdenin' other people with
your sins. That ain't decent. ... Go down the river an' stick
your head under an' whisper 'em in the stream:'
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"It just ain't decent" to free oneself or one's group of guilt by projecting it,
by "burdening'' others with it. Uncle John's unburdening symbolizes the
upper class's unburdening of its guilt, of the actions that helped it gain
privilege and power. Ma's comment, that it ain't decent, is the author's
judgment on that class.
II. The Novel's Psychological Context
In showing that people rid themselves of guilt through projection, The
Grapes of Wrath describes a mental state of America during the 1930s
directly related to the economic crisis. If the novel is the story of an
economic crisis, it is also the story of the psychological underpinnings
and consequences of that crisis.
The message in advertisements of the day was that the consumer, no
matter how poor, could still live the "good life." As if all were well with the
world, the ads told the story of a happy, indeed, a prosperous society. 2 The
bad side is erased-split off. Like today's advertising industry which
turns away from issues such as nuclear war and the homeless, the
industry in the 30s ignored the economic crisis.
Popular fiction of the era shows the same preoccupations as the advertising. In a survey of popular fiction, Charles Hearne 3 found, for example,
that its images of labor had little to do with the hopes, dreams, activities of
working people as they lived them. Like advertisements, images of labor
in popular fiction were myths, which in Hearn's words functioned as
"ideological support[s] for long-standing social, economic and political
policies . . . [and] motivated individuals to work within the existing
capitalist system, rather than to become totally disillusioned with it."
(p. 78)
Hearn's purpose was to discover what happened to the American
dream of success, the myth that by virtue of his honesty, hard work, and
perseverance, a poor boy could raise himself to prominence, when it
collided with the events of the Great Depression. His survey of manuals,
inspirational works on success, popular magazine biographies, articles
relating to the myth of success, and popular magazine fiction indicates
that, while the myth of success underwent some modifications, these
were not really significant: the original rags-to-riches motif persisted as a
dominant theme throughout the worst years of the depression, so that
despite the dramatic clash. between the myth and the real conditions, the
myth persisted as claiming to reflect working class life.
Finally, the corporate sector denied, forgot, split-off its own contribution to the crisis. In an era of unprecedented government regulation, big
business fought hard in its own interest, to maximize profits in whatever
way it saw fit. Both openly and secretly, business campaigned against or
found ways around whatever legislation the New Deal adopted on behalf
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of unemployed and working people. Carolyn Bird has noted that
between 1929 and 1940, many big businesses, including the A&P,
Monsanto Chemical, Chrysler, Shell Union Oil, IBM, General Motors,
and Standard Oil increased and in some cases even tripled their assets.
(pp. 237-238)
At the same time, however, that big business and big businessmen
acted in their own interests, their rhetoric was as self-effacing as it was
anti-union. Corporate America kept the best image for itself: it promoted
the American way. All the greed and violence it took to make a privileged
class were projected onto the discontented workers and their unions,
those nasty special interest groups-agitators, radicals, Reds. Corporate
America found labels to discredit its opposition and thus contain the
greed that it could not accept as its own. Speaking on behalf of Henry
Ford, Prosecutor Harry Toy said that a demonstration at the Ford Motor
Plant had been planned by "a small group of plotters or agitators:' 4 No
such conjectures were made about the police hired by Ford who shot and
killed four demonstrators. No mention of the fact that, when Ford made
his stunning announcement that he had increased wages a dollar over his
previous minimum standard, he had actually cut wages severely in the
middle and upper brackets. Nothing was said of the skilled workers
making more than seven dollars a day suddenly transferred to less skilled
jobs where they made the new minimum. (Meltzer, p. 111).
Although he cut wages, fired workers, and sped up production, Ford
with his record-making announcement was able to present himself as a
philanthropist. As if to erase the plotting behind his empire, Ford found a
container outside of himself for it and rose, clean, pure, visionary, and,
above all, wealthy.
These examples suggest that America in the 1930s denied much that
was too unpleasant to face. The public seemed to demand novels and
advertisements that told happy stories about the American dream of
success. Corporations denied their contribution to the crisis altogether.
III. Back to The Grapes of Wrath

The Grapes of Wrath introduces the idea that people rid themselves of
guilt through projection and that one group can contain the projected
guilt of another. This process can be seen as rampant in an age and a
society which, as various cultural indicators would suggest, sought to
deny the many things that were wrong with it This novel tells the
forgotten stories. It brings to consciousness the things that were rotten,
and, as the popular literature touting success indicates, the things that
average reader would like to forget. Ultimately, the forgotten stories in
The Grapes of Wrath undercut the popular belief that poverty is a condition of individuals and not classes, the old rags-to-riches mythology, the
American dream of success.
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One symbol, the automobile, figures heavily in the novel and takes on
different meanings, depending on who is driving. If seen as a positive
symbol of the American dream, the expensive automobile corresponds
in psychoanalytic terms to the"good object:' representing"the good life."
It triggers a capitalist view that life is won through good, clean, hard work
Similarly, the run-down jalopy corresponds, in psychoanalytic terms, to
the "bad object:' representing a shameful way of life, which triggers associations about disadvantaged people. But The Grapes of Wrath challenges
this split.
The owners come in "closed cars:' The owners's autos are the ones that
"whizzed viciously by on 66." It was such a machine that at 90 miles an
hour rammed into a truck full of people and killed a child. While this
episode may be understood as part of Steinbeck's on-going argument
about technology, it can also be seen as part of an effort to discover the
meaning of the American dream. Expensive cars symbolize a closed
society, in which some people are locked out, a society characterized by
divisions and hatreds. The Okies' s open jalopy, with people hanging from
the side, sitting on the roof, sprawling out the window, suggests a more
satisfactory world, one in which all people are welcome. By contrasting
the two kinds of automobiles, the text pushes readers beyond any
reformist stories they might be locked into. For the point here is not only
that the American dream of success is a myth, that most people, especially during the Depression, have little chance of moving up, even if they
work hard, and that provision for individuals can only be assured via their
class. The point is not to encourage reforms that will make it possible for
more people to realize the great dream of rising to the top.
The point is to expose the bankruptcy of the dream itself. Is upper class
life a worthwhile one? In the closed cars are "heat-raddled ladies ...
[and] little pot-bellied men [with] worried faces." (p. 19S-200) Even if
everyone could share an upper class existence, it would not be a life
worth living. The open life signified by the patched-up jalopy, where the
sick and dying are comforted and where everyone is made to feel welcome, even when it causes some discomfort for the group as a whole, is a
far more worthy and satisfying life than the one indicated by the closed
cars of the wealthy. For Steinbeck, it is possible to live a good and decent
life and to be poor. The cars symbolize the nature that the struggle for a
better world will take.
The Grapes of Wrath pushes readers beyond the simple solution that
American society must allow for greater upward social mobility. It pushes
progressive readers to consider how they too have been overdetermined by an upper class definition of the good life. For this tale of two
automobiles, of two worlds, asks the really difficult question for those
brought up on the American dream of success: what is meant by success?
The Grapes of Wrath challenges readers locked into an upper class story of
"the good life:'
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Notes
1 See, for example, Melanie Klein's discussion of splitting in Envy and
Gratitude.
2
For an extensive discussion, read Advertising the American Dream.
3 See The American Dream in the Great Depression.
4 For a full account of the incident, see The New York Times, March 9, 1932, p. 3.
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The Original Manuscript

Roy S. Simmonds

I

T is not possible to approach an exam ination of Steinbeck's original
holograph manuscript of The Grapes of Wrn/1! without an initial sense
of awe-a sense o f awe, moreover, that increases considerably as the
examination o f the manuscript progresses. For here- on 165 sides of 83
sheets of ru led paper measuring approximately 10 by 16 inch es torn from
one of those la rge ledgers Steinbeck used to write in, plus one side of a
single sheet of plain paper measuring 81/2 by 11 inch es- is effectively the
whole text of the novel as eventually publish ed. With one or two exceptions, it is a ll h e re, from the opening sentence ("To the red country and
part of the grey country of Oklaho ma, the last rains came gently a nd they
did n ot cut the scarred earth.") to the last sentence ("S he looked up and
across the barn and her lips came together and smiled myste riously."). 1
To a nyone not conversant with Ste inbeck's h olograph manuscripts, it
would seem inconceivable that the 619 printed pages of the Viking 1939
first edition of the novel could have stemmed from these me re 165 plus
one manuscript pages, particularly when it is discovered that the first
page of the manuscript covers little more than the first two pages of the
printed text. The arithme tic, sure ly, is not right. Multiplying 166 pages
times two equals only 332 pages. This first h olograph page and the
following four or five pages are not, however, representa tive of the
manuscript as a whole.
A principal obstacle confronting the textual scholar researching Stein117

beck's holograph manuscripts is the author's miniscule and occasionally
erratic handwriting. Indeed, in some places his tiny, crabbed script can be
deciphered only with the assistance of a magnifying glass and then not
always satisfactorily. This script was a problem with which Steinbeck's
first wife, Carol, had to contend when she came to prepare the typescript
from the holograph manuscript. Carol delivered her own two-cents'
worth of warning to her husband on this score before he began writing
the book. At the top of the first page of the untitled manuscript appear the
words "New Start I Big Writing:' The first two words, of course, refer to
the fact that this was Steinbeck's second attempt at writing a novel about
the California migrant workers, his first attempt, L'Affaire Lettuceberg,
having been destroyed by him. In a letter in 1954 to the San Francisco
book dealer, John Howell, Carol explained the significance of the other
two cryptic words. "There really isn't too much to that 'New start-big
writing' thing," she wrote.
It all boils down to the fact that I did all John's typing, and in

previous manuscripts, he had been carried away by a plot or
situation to the point that his writing got smaller and smaller,
at times jamming four to six lines between the blue ledger
lines of the books he always wrote in. I extracted a promise
that he would write big, and that was merely a reminder to
himself-which you can see didn't hold for too long. I'm sure
he could engrave the Lord's Prayer on the head of a pin. 2
A spot check of the wordage per page gives some idea of Carol's difficulties. The first page of the manuscript, written in an average-sized
script, contains 46 lines and 648 words. This page and the following 17
pages are written on the index leaves of the ledger, which, where the
right-hand edges are cut away, measure only 91/2 inches across. From the
eighth page onward, Steinbeck began making full use of the top margin of
each page, squeezing in four, five, six, seven, and even eight more lines of
script. On the 19th page, which was the first unindexed page he was to
use in the ledger, the number of lines is 51 and the number of words 886.
To page 33 inclusive, the text is broken up into normal paragraphing, but
from page 34 onward Steinbeck abandoned paragraphing as such. The
text flows line by line across the page in an uninterrupted stream of
words, the beginnings of paragraphs being indicated by paragraph signs,
where Steinbeck remembered to insert them. With this closing up" of
the text, the increase in page wordage becomes remorseless. By page 71,
it has swollen to 1081 words; by page 137, it is 1249 words; and on page
156, with 54 lines of text crammed on to the page, it has increased to 1319
words, equivalent to four pages of the printed text in the Viking first
edition.
II
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If Steinbecl< s paragraphing was haphazard and sometimes nonexistent, so was his punctuation. Commas and periods are frequently
missing. Quotation marks are often omitted at the beginnings and/ or
endings of dialogue. Sentences sometimes begin without a capital letter.
Proper nouns, also, can be devoid of their initial higher case letter. When
Steinbeck was in full creative flood, as he clearly was for most of the time
he was writing The Grapes of Wrath, he composed at high speed, so that
refinements, such as punctuation, paragraphing, and spelling, were
ignored by him and left either for his stenographer silently to correct or
for him to pick up on revision.
It is obvious that Steinbeck owed much to Carol as his preliminary
editor. The manuscript is dotted with her red pencil markings, querying
certain individual words or certain phrases or passages, frequently, it
would seem, because she found that in these particular places she could
not decipher his handwriting, despite her long familiarity with it.
Steinbeck acknowledged his indebtedness to Carol in a letter he wrote
to his agent and friend, Elizabeth Otis, on September 10, 1938. By that
date, he was halfway through Chapter 22, with more than two-thirds of
the total writing behind him. Carol had commenced the typing, after
having suggested the boo I< s eventual title, on September 2, and by the
lOth of that month had completed approximately 200 pages, something
over a quarter of what was to be a 751-page typescript. In his letter to
Elizabeth Otis, Steinbeck wrote:

Carol is typing mss (2nd draft) and I'm working on first. I can't
tell when I will be done but Carol will have second done
almost at the same time I have first. And-this is a secret-the
2nd draft is so clear and good that it, carefully and clearly corrected, will be what I submit. Carol's time is too valuable to do
purely stenographic work. It will be very easy to read and
what more can they want? 3
This letter, therefore, confirms that there were only two drafts of the
.manuscript: Steinbecl<s holograph manuscript and Carol's typescript.
What is, of course, eminently desirable is that someone should carry
out a full-scale textual study of the work, encompassing not only the
holograph manuscript, but Carol's typescript, the Viking galley sheets,
and-probably to a lesser extent-the page proofs. Without access to the
typescript or the galleys, some of the comments made in the course of this
paper will inevitably be of a somewhat speculative-and, in some
instances, of a purely speculative-nature. There is no means, without
resort to these intermediate stages of creation, of establishing if the
variants between the text of the original manuscript and the Viking text
were the result of Steinbecl<s own considered emendations, the result of
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Carol and John Steinbeck, circa 1935. Carol Steinbeck found the title for Tile
Grapes of Wrath.
Photo used by permiss ion of Sharon Brown Bacon.
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Carol's preliminary editing (with or without reference to her husband),
accidental errors of transcription, revisions suggested or imposed by the
Viking editors, or even minor printer's errors not detected by Steinbeck
or the Viking proofreaders. For all that, the manuscript, as a literary document in its own right, reveals several remarkable and unexpected
aspects; and these, taken in conjunction not only with the diary that Steinbeck kept while he was writing the book but also with a close comparison
of the manuscript text and the published text, tell us much about Steinbeck's creative processes.
The manuscript text, like the published text, is divided into 30 chapters.
However, whereas the chapters in the published text are numbered consecutively from one through 30, the numbering of the chapters in the
manuscript is somewhat chaotic. The first 12 chapters, after some
renumbering, are numbered one through 12 (some chapter headings
being in Roman numerals, some in Arabic); the 13th chapter is numbered
II (in Roman numerals); the 14th to 19th chapters are numbered 14
through 19; and the 20th to 30th are numbered eight through 18. Steinbeck seems to have experienced some indecision in planning the overall
division of the novel. His original intention, clearly, was to divide the
novel into three Books, each Book being subdivided into its own
sequence of numbered chapters. Book I was to run from the present
Chapter One to 11-in other words, the introductory chapters which
bring the story to the point where the Joads set out on their journey
west.
The first Book was to begin with what Steinbeck called a "general
chapter'' (that is, the chapter describing the dust bowl conditions in
Oklahoma) and was to end with another general chapter (the description of the deserted farmhouse). Between these opening and closing
general chapters, "particular chapters," as Steinbeck called those which
carried the personal saga of the Joads, were to alternate with other
general chapters.
Book II was to begin with another general chapter (the present Chapter
12, which describes the people in flight along Highway 66) and was then
to continue with alternating particular and general chapters, ending with .
a general chapter, followed by Book III, which would, in line with the
established pattern, commence with a general chapter. The system, however, speedily broke down with the further juxtaposition of two general
chapters, the present Chapters 14 and 15. Even though the pattern was
thereafter resumed on the strictly one by one alternating basis from
Chapter 16 to the end of the novel, it would seem that it was at that point,
shortly after he had embarked on Book II, that Steinbeck abandoned the
concept of dividing the work into three Books. It possibly occurred to
him, among other consi~erations, that to follow the strict pattern through
to its logical conclusion would mean that he would have to end the novel
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with a general chapter, and thus destroy the impact of the dramatic climax
he had envisaged. One assumes that the chapter numberings were
rationalized by Carol when she prepared the typescript or were revised
by Steinbeck when he did whatever revision remained to be done after
Carol's initial editing. 4
The aspect which is arguably the most astonishing fact about Steinbeck's original manuscript has already been briefly touched upon. Robert
DeMott, who, in the recently published Working Days: The Journals of The
Grapes of Wrath, 1938-1941, has edited and annotated Steinbeck's diaries
so superbly, has observed that in the entire 200,000-word handwritten
manuscript the number of deletions and emendations is proportionately
so few and infrequent as to be nearly nonexistent'' DeMott goes on to
add: "The textual changes-mostly minor-occurred in Carol's
typescript and on Viking Press's galley sheets:'s As a comparison
between the manuscript text and the Viking text establishes, the vast
majority of these minor textual changes are of punctuation,
paragraphing, and, very occasionally, spelling. These have been entirely
ignored for the purposes of this paper. Other minor variants are merely
changes of names. For instance, the eponymous Muley Graves'' is called
"Muley Dawson" in Steinbeck's manuscript; "Floyd Knowles'' is called
"Floyd Knowl"; the first reference to Tom's youngest brother is to
"Holman;' not Winfield"; and the family with whom the Joads share the
boxcar at the end of the novel was originally called "Hamil.
Ninety-nine percent of the emendations on the holograph manuscript
are patently the result of immediate changes made by Steinbeck during
the course of actual composition: the substitution of one word for
another, the excision of an irrelevant word or phrase, the false start to a
sentence, the repair to an occasional clumsy lapse in syntax. One or two of
these revisions, however, are of interest.
When in Chapter Two, the truck driver riles his passenger with his
prying questions, Tom snaps at him: "I'll tell you anything. Name's Joad,
Tom Joad. Old man is Will Joad." In Chapter Four, when Tom meets Jim
Casy under the willow tree, Casy recognizes him with the words: Now
ain't you young Tom Joad-Old Tom's boy?" Carol, using her red pencil,
altered the latter part of the sentence to read: "Old Will's boy?" It is possible that her emendation was reproduced in the typescript and that both
it and the previous reference to "Will Joad" were revised at a later date. In
the early part of the manuscript, Steinbeck consistently refers to Tom as
Tommy'' or "Young Joad;' presumably to distinguish him from his
father. Four-fifths of the way through Chapter Eight, Steinbeck obviously
decided that as the father was always referred to as "Pa Joad" or simply
"Pa;' there would be no ambiguity in calling the son "Tom," a name more
appropriate to his status as a man and as one of the strongest and most
memorable characters in the novel. Although Tom is frequently called
11

11

11
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"Tommy" by other members of the family, he is only once referred to as
"Tommy" in the actual narrative of the published text. This is on line 11 of
page 104 of the Viking edition and was presumably an oversight by Steinbeck and his editors. It is also of interest that in the description of Tom
near the beginning of Chapter Two, Steinbeck wrote in his original draft:
"His eyes were very dark brown and there was a hint of brown pigment
on his eyeballs that usually means some Indian blood:' Although the
reference to the "brown pigment in his eyeballs" survives in the published text, Steinbeck drew a line through the reference to the possible
presence of Indian blood, no sooner had he written it down.
Steinbeck apparently also underwent a change of mind regarding his
treatment of the character of Tom's elder brother, Noah. In the published
text, Noah leaves the family early on in Chapter 18, shortly afterthe}oads
have entered California and are resting by the Colorado River. In the
holograph manuscript, as Steinbeck originally wrote it, Noah remains
with the family until much later in Chapter 18-in fact, up to the time
when, after the desert crossing, the Joads are approaching the inspection
station at Daggett On page 307 of the published text, Uncle John calls
over to Ma, who is at the back of the truck with Granma. Granma,
unbeknown to everyone but Ma, has died during the crossing. Uncle
John asks: "You all right?" In the manuscript, it is Noah who asks this
question: "You all right, Ma?" It seems that it was at this point in the narrative, or very shortly afterward, that Steinbeck decided to dispense with
Noah, who, as a character, was not contributing much to the story and was
merely, as it were, an encumbrance who threatened to diffuse the ultimate compactness of the family group that Steinbeck wished to achieve
by the end of the book. 7
Certainly, from then on, Noah is never mentioned again in the manuscript, other than, as in the published text, during the course of family
conversation. Even if one can speculate with some confidence that it was
while writing Chapter 18 that Steinbeck decided that Noah would have to
go, it is possible that he was, at the time, by no means sure how to bring
this about. Indeed, Steinbeck's diary entries of August 10, 11, and 16,
covering the period when he was writing the latter part of Chapter 18, do
not mention his intentions regarding Noah.
It is not until the diary entry for September 9, when he was deep into
the long Chapter 22 describing the Joads's experiences in the Weed patch
Camp, that he remembers that he has to go back and "find Noah and send
him down the Colorado River:' 8 He writes that he will do this the next
day. In fact, it is not until September 19 that, on the separate piece of paper
mentioned earlier, he actually did write the three passages of approximately 300, 120, and 60 words relating to Noah's departure, which appear
on pages 283-285, 294, and 296 of the Viking text, and indicated to Carol
on the manuscript draft where these passages should be inserted. Clearly,
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by that date, he could no longer delay the writing of these passages, for
Carol, having typed approximately 300 pages of typescript, was by then
transcribing the episode in Chapter 16 in which Tom and Casy are fixing
the Wilsons's touring car and was rapidly approaching the Colorado
River episode. Although Noah's departure is in some ways prepared for
by the remarks he makes while the Joad men are bathing in the river, the
circumstance in which these three interpolating passages were written
does possibly explain the abruptness of Noah's action and what might be
regarded as the uncharacteristic manner in which he just walks off
without saying goodbye to Ma or any member of the family other than
Tom. Rather than make any substantial changes to his text, Steinbeck
created what is one of the more strangely momentous happenings in the
book, and simply re-allocated Noah's subsequent actions and dialogue
during the journey from the Colorado River to Daggett to Pa or to Uncle
John.
Although the number of variants between the original holograph draft
and the published text are, as Robert DeMott has pointed out, so
astonishingly few, they are, nevertheless, frequently indicative of the
pressures, both from within and from outside sources, to which Steinbeck was subjected immediately after he had completed the manuscript
draft. He was ill and exhausted, and really in no fit state to tackle the long
and arduous task of revision and proofreading. Added to which, as so
often happened to him after he had completed a major work, he was
assailed by doubts and unsure of the novel's worth. His editor at the
Viking Press, Pascal Covici, his publishers, and his agents were anxious
that the book should appear as soon as possible, mindful as they all were
that almost two years had elapsed since the publication of his last novel,
Of Mice and Men, in 1937.
These pressures, arguably, contributed to the incidence of a number of
errors and accidental omissions which have crept into the published text.
Some of these errors can clearly be attributed to Carol's lapses of concentration while transcribing the holograph draft. On page 164 of his book,
John Steinbeck: The Errant Knight, An Intimate Biography of His California
Years, Nelson Valjean has provided an instance of the sort of difficulty
Carol sometimes encountered in deciphering her husband's handwriting by quoting one hilarious misreading she perpetrated. For those
interested, the relevant sentence, as corrected ("He was jes' too big for his
overhalls."), appears on line 12, page 426 of the Viking edition. Checking
the holograph manuscript, it is easy to see how Carol's misreading came
about. 9 This mistake was, of course, detected, but there were others which
were obviously overlooked by the author and were not picked up and
queried by his editors and proofreaders.
There are, for all that, no more than a handful of obvious transcription
errors or printer's errors in the Viking edition. For example, in Chapter
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15, the hamburger joint general chapter, there is, on page 213, a description of the attire of two truckmen: "khaki riding trousers, boots, short
packets, and shiny-visored military caps." The word "packets'' is a corruption of the word "jackets" that appears in the manuscript.
Because of the severely cramped nature of Steinbeck's handwriting,
Carol's eye obviously here and there skipped from a key word or phrase
on one line to the repetition of the same key word or phrase on the next or
the next-but-one line. There are something like a dozen of such eye-skips
or possible eye-skips. Some are relatively unimportant, but others are
perhaps to be regretted. One example can be found in Chapter Four of
the published text, in the passage in which Casy says to Tom: "It's a funny
thing. I was thinkin' about ol' Tom Joad when you come along. Thinkin'
I'd call in on him. I used to think he was a godless man. How is Tom?" 10 In
the manuscript version, however, Casy's true feelings toward Pa are
more clearly illuminated. The first draft reads:
"It's a funny thing," the preacher said. "I was thinkin' about
ol' Tom Joad when you come along. Thinkin' I'd call in on him.
I used to think he was a godless man but I liked him:' He said
confessingly, "But the only kind of men I ever really did like
was Godless men. How is Tom?" 11
The published text has also been marred by the omission in one or two
places of certain double-space breaks in the narrative which were clearly
indicated by Steinbeck in his manuscript. These breaks are essential to
the logical progression of the story, in that they identify passages of time
or, here and there, a sudden change of scene or perspective. Almost all
the omitted breaks occur where the text immediately before the break
ends on the very last line of a printed page. For example, at the foot of
page 247, there should be a break between the description of the oneeyed man crying in his loneliness on his bed and the dialogue in the truck
between Tom and AI which commences on the first line of page 248.
More disturbing is the absence of the break that Steinbeck provided in
the final chapter of the book, shortly after the birth of Rose of Sharon's
stillborn baby and the failure of the men, led by Pa, to contain the flooding
river and protect the boxcars by building a dyke. The break in the narrative should occur in the published text after the penultimate line on page
606. On page 605, one of the other migrants, who has stayed to help build
the ill-fated dyke, comes to the door of the Joads's boxcar, seeking out
"that bastard J oad;' who, because of his persuasiveness and stubbornness, has now made escape impossible for all of them. Pa goes wearily
outside to confront the angry man, but we never learn of the outcome of
this encounter; and, after what seems but a few moments, the published
text has Pa and AI and Uncle John sitting in the boxcar doorway, watching
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the dawn come. Quite obviously, some hours must have passed between
Pa going outside to face the angry man and the coming of the dawn. While
Steinbeck did intend in his manuscript to dodge the issue of Pa's confrontation with the angry man, his direction that there should be a timelapse break in the narrative gives the chronology a credibility it does not
have in the published version.
It is appropriate to touch briefly on one aspect of The Grapes of Wrath
that has inevitably been the subject of some controversy and has been
instrumental in bringing about the banning of the book from bookshops,
libraries, and certain high school teaching courses: that is, the book's
occasional explicit language and coarse humor. The published text, however, offensive as it may be to some, is, in this respect, a marginally
watered-down version of Steinbeck's manuscript. The original text contains a smattering of four-letter Anglo-Saxon words, and these Viking
insisted should be edited out Although Steinbeck initially just as
strongly insisted that the words should remain, the process of
bowdlerization was accomplished, more or less to the satisfaction of all
parties, during late December, 1938, when Elizabeth Otis visited the
author at his Los Gatos ranch and went through the text with him. The
revisions that were agreed to did strike a reasonable balance between
preserving the spirit of the language and printing what would be
generally acceptable in those days. We are talking here of no more than a
dozen occasions on which four-letter words were used in the original
text. While the restoration of these words would probably not cause
many raised eyebrows today, their reinstatement would not improve in
any substantial way the force or the authority of the text as we know it.
There were also-and again we are in the realm of speculationmatters other than four-letter words that concentrated the minds of Steinbeck's publishers. In the general chapter, Chapter Five, which deals with
the dispossession of the tenant farmers by the banks, there is an imagined
exchange between the farmers and the owner men. Toward the end of the
exchange, two sentences in the manuscript, in which the owner men
accuse the farmers of socialism and bolshevism and of wanting to attack
the sacred rights of property, have been edited out and replaced by a
single, less emotive, sentence: "You'll have to go:' 12 Similarly, a direct
reference to Randolph Hearst, identifying him by name, has been cut
from Chapter 19 in the Viking text. The probability is that, recognizing
the power of the Hearst press, Viking persuaded Steinbeck to delete the
offending sentence. In the event, it might just as well have stayed in.
There was already enough material in the book to provoke the Hearst
empire into bringing all its guns to bear on both the book and its author.
All the variants so far mentioned have been comparatively minor, one
could almost say insignificant, in nature. There are, however, three substantial differences between the two texts. One long passage in the manu-
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script, amounting to 160 words, was dropped from the Viking text, and
two new passages of 82 words and 228 words were added to it. The
deleted passage appears in the 21st chapter of the manuscript, the general
chapter which describes the hostile and frightened reaction of the people
of California to the influx of migrants. In this manuscript passage, Steinbeck rather quaintly compares the coming of the migrants to California
with the invasion of the Roman Empire by the German barbarians. The
passage, in its entirety, reads:
Once the Germans in their hordes came to the rich margin of
Rome, and they came timidly, saying we have been driven,
give us land. And the Romans armed the frontier and built
forts against the hordes of needs. And the legions patroled the
borders, cased in metaL armed with the best steel. And the
barbarians came naked across the border-humbly, humbly.
They received the swords in their breasts and marched on,
and their dead bore down the swords and the barbarians
marched on and took the land. And they were driven by their
need, and they conquered with their need. In battle the
women fought in the line and the yellow haired children lay in
the grass with knives to hamstring the legionaires, to snick
through the hamstrings of the horses. But the legions had no
needs, no wills, no force. And the best trained, best armed
troops in the world went down before the hordes of need. 13
The decision to cut this passage was a wise one. Not only is Steinbeck's
version of history somewhat inaccurate, but as an analogy it sits rather
awkwardly in the text. The incoming migrants took no concerted action,
such as Steinbeck describes in this passage, to establish a right to the land
that they saw as so desirable and life-enhancing.
The first, and shorter, of the two additional passages occurs in Chapter
26, soon after the Joads arrive at the Hooper ranch, when Tom, having
possibly killed one of the strike-breaking deputies, is forced to remain in
hiding in the little, one-room workers' shack with Rose of Sharon, while
the rest of the family go off to work in the peach orchard. Rose of Sharon,
abandoned by her husband and now approaching the final stages of her
pregnancy, is in a confused and depressed mental state. She seems to
have turned against Tom, concentrating on him all the resentment she
has been building up against the world at large and blaming him for all
the misfortunes that have befallen not only her but the whole family. In
the added passage, Tom briefly awakes during the day from his uneasy
slumber to find Rose of Sharon standing over him. She reassures him:
"You sleep. You jus' sleep off. I'll watch the door. They won't nobody get
in:' 14 When the family returns that evening, Rose of Sharon acts just as
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aggressively toward her brother as she had earlier, and Tom decides it
would be better for all concerned if he was to go. The purpose of this additional passage is therefore somewhat obscure, but it would seem that it
was introduced simply to give credence to the fact that, despite all her
stated grievances and her delusions, Rose of Sharon still drew back from
betraying Tom while he slept, even though no one in the circumstances
could have prevented her had she chosen to do so. 15
There is no such doubt concerning the reasons for the last and the
longest of the three substantial revisions. This occurs toward the very end
of the book. In his diary entry for October 19, 1938, Steinbeck expresses
his fear that, with the end of the book now in sight, he is in danger of
destroying the slow, inevitable pace of the work in his anxiety to be
finished. 'Tm on my very last chapter now," he notes. "The very last. It
may be fifteen pages long but I can't help that. It may be twenty.... I don't
want this to seem hurried. It must be just as slow and measured as the
rest. ..." 16
The final chapter of the manuscript, however, proved to be something
less than six full pages in length. At the beginning of what was to be the
penultimate page of the manuscript and the penultimate day of composition, the Joads are isolated in the boxcar that they share with the Hamils
(Wainwrights). The water is already half an inch deep on the floor. Pa and
AI have built a small platform on which Rose of Sharon, still recovering
from the physical and emotional traumas of the birth of her stillborn child
the previous day, can lie. Ma suddenly demands that the family should
leave and seek higher ground. Pa protests, but quickly gives way, his
authority again overruled by the force of Ma's personality. Leaving AI
behind with the Hamils (Wainwrights) and their daughter, Aggie, the
remnants of the Joad family abandon the boxcar, and, after struggling
through the floodwater, make their way to the bam where the novel is to
end. In the published text, however, Pa's arguments against leaving
prevaiL at least temporarily. By taking the door off the boxcar, they
increase the size of the platform, so that all of them can squeeze on it and
all remain dry while the flood levels out when it is six inches deep on the
floor. They spend two more miserable days in the boxcar, listening to the
intermittent rain and eking out the little food they have left. Eventually,
Ma once more insists that they should leave. At this point, the Viking text
picks up the manuscript text, with Pa weakly acceding to Ma's demands.
These 24 new lines spanning pages 612 and 613 of the Viking edition
have the desired effect of slowing down the momentum of the narrative
at a stage where Steinbeck had begun to rush it a little. They also have the
effect of rationalizing the chronology of the narrative, giving Rose of
Sharon those further essential hours in which to recover from the childbirth and to discover in herself the reserves of strength and the quiet
maturity she displays in the novel's closing paragraphs.
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One of the criticisms most commonly directed against Steinbeck's fulllength works is what is seen by many as a basic structural weakness
inherent in their realization. The ending of The Grapes of Wrath is
frequently posited as an example of this failure. But, as Martha Healey
Cox, among others, has demonstrated and as a reading of his diary makes
abundantly clear, the ending of The Grapes of Wrath is not simply the
arbitrary abandonment of a narrative because the author had run out of
ideas, but is, in actual fact, the long-planned culmination of all that Steinbeck had set out to achieve in writing the novel. 17
Every great work of art is organic in nature, growing and developing
during the process of its gestation. The Grapes of Wrath is no exception,
although, from a superficial examination of Steinbeck's lightly-revised
holograph manuscript, one could almost be forgiven for suspecting this
to be a prefabricated work. Nothing, as the diary reveals, could be further
from the truth. But the diary also reveals that from the very beginning
Steinbeck knew exactly what he was about and never lost sight of the
general direction he wanted to take. It is a measure of his genius that, in
May, 1938, he was able to begin at Chapter One and then proceed to write
the whole book through sequentially to the end of Chapter 30, alternating the general chapters with the particular chapters as he went along.
There is here displayed a unity of purpose, not only in the narrative structure but also in the emotional and philosophical structures, that is truly
phenomenal. This unity is explicit in its treatment ofthe "I to We" concept
and in the manner in which the narrative and emotional structures complement each other and are additionally supplemented and strengthened
by the general chapters. When he had finished, Steinbeck had produced a
manuscript which was almost perfect enough to be printed virtually as it
stood, and all this was achieved in 93 working days over a five-month
period. As a piece of "spontaneous writing," it is comparable to and certainly far more impressive than Jack Kerouac's On the Road, which it incidentally pre-dates in composition by some 13 years.
The Grapes of Wrath is a 20th century masterpiece, and, in its portrayal of
the courage, stoicism and resilience of the so-called common man, it
remains today as powerful, provocative, and valid a statement on the
human condition as it was in October, 1938 when, burned out by his
prodigious efforts, Steinbeck wrote the word "End" on the 165th page of
his manuscript. 18

Notes
1 The texts of the first and final sentences of The Grapes of Wrath, as they are
quoted here, are taken from Steinbeck's untitled holograph manuscript and vary
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slightly in matters of spelling and punctuation from the published text. The
holograph manuscript is held in the John Steinbeck Collection, ( # 6239), Clifton
Waller Barrett Library, Manuscripts Division, Special Collections Department,
University of Virginia Library, Charlottesville, Virginia. For the purposes of this
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actual manuscript, only a photocopy kindly made available to me by the Library. I
am particularly indebted to Robert A. Hull, Public Services Assistant of the
Library, for providing me with a detailed description of the actual manuscript.
2
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Barrett, Seven Gables Book Shop, New York City. Letter in Clifton Waller Barrett
Library.
3 Steinbeck: A Life in Letters, edited by Elaine Steinbeck & Robert Wallsten (New
York: Viking Press, 1975), p. 171.
4
See Appendix.
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edited by Robert DeMott (New York: Viking Press, 1989), p. 12.
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Quarterly, 14 (Winter-Spring 1981), in which, on page 20, he refers to Steinbeck's
theory, in a passage omitted from the published text of East of Eden, as to the origin
of his mother's family name.
7
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Grapes of Wrath: Trouble in the Promised Land. (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1989),
p. 55. Owens suggests that Steinbeck abandoned Noah at the Colorado River, the
boundary of the garden (i.e. the Garden of Eden) which is the promised land of
California, because there is no place for a Noah in the new country, in spite of the
impending flood in the book's final chapters.
8 Working Days, p. 70.
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10
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Otis, Inc. Quotations from the holograph manuscript of The Grapes of Wrath and
other materials in the Library are also used in this paper by the further kind
permission of the University of Virginia Ubrary.

Appendix•
COMPARISON OF THE TEXT OF THE VIKING FIRST EDITION OF THE
GRAPES OF WRATH WITH THE TEXT OF STEINBECK'S ORIGINAL
HOLOGRAPH MANUSCRIPT
Viking
chapter
numbers
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Viking
pagination
3-7
8--19
20-22
23-41
42-53
54--82
83-89
90-116
117-121
122-156
157-159
160-166
167-203
204--207
208--221
222-263
264--273
274--314
315-326
327-384
385-388
389-443
444--451
452-472
473-477
478--553
554--557
558--588
589-592
593-619

Final chapter
Original chapter
headings in
headings in
manuscript
manuscript
I
I
2
I
III
2
4
II
(2)
v
6
II
Chap. 7
Chap.7
Chapter 8
Chapter 8
9 (general)
9 (general)
10 (particular)
10 (particular)
11 (general)
11 (general)
Book II (general) I Chap. 12
II
II
14
Book II Ch. 3
Chapter 15
Chapter 4
16
Ch. 4
Chapter 5
17
18
Chapter 6
19
Chapter 7
Chap. 8
Chap. 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 9
Chap. 10
Chap. 10
Ch. 11 (General)
Ch. 11 (General)
Chap. 12
Chap. 12
Ch. 13
Ch. 13
Chap. 14
Chap. 14
15
15
16
16
17 (General)
17 (General)
18 (last chapter)
18 (last chapter)

Manuscript
pagination
1-2
3-8
8--9
9-15
16--20
20-29
29-30
31-38
39-40
41-51
51-52
52-53
54--63
64-65
65-68
69-79
80-82
83-92
93-95
96--109
110
111-124
125-126
127-132
132-133
134--151
151
152-158
159
160-165

•

•

•
•
•

..
•
•

•

..

•

•

•

•Notes to Appendix
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a. The manuscript is on white, blue-lined paper, both recto and verso being
used, except for the final sheet. The inserts in Chapter 18 relating to Noah's
departure at the Colorado River are written on unruled white paper which
has the watermark, "Eaton's Cascade Bond U.S.A:' The manuscript is written
throughout in blue ink, except the first four pages and the first two lines of the
fifth page which are written in black ink.
b. The chapters distinguished with an asterisk in the Appendix all end on the
very last line of the page. In some cases, Steinbeck has squeezed in a few
further words in the space below the last line. There are very few blank areas
in the manuscript. The most extensive of these are on pages 40 and 133 at the
endings of Chapters 9 and 25. There are 30 lines blank on page 40, and 34 lines
blank on page 133. In his diary entry for June 21, 1938, Steinbeck notes:
"(Actually only half a second page today but the chapter [i.e. Chapter 9] only
went that far anyway and there's nothing I can do about that.)" There are also
seven unused lines on page 15 of the manuscript [end of Chapter 4]; seven on
page 82 [end of Chapter 17]; 6 on page 109 [end of Chapter 20), and 15 on
page 165 [the ending of the book). The last eight lines of Chapter Two appear
on page 8 of the manuscript; the last 10 lines of Chapter Three on page 9; the
last four words of Chapter Five on page 20; the last four lines of Chapter Six
on page 29; the last 11 lines of Chapter 10 on page 51; the last five lines of
Chapter 11 on page 52; the lastthree lines of Chapter 14 on page 65; the last 15
words of Chapter 24 on page 132; and the last 9 lines of Chapter 26 on page
151.
c. At the top of the seventh page of the manuscript, the words "The day'' appear.
The significance of this is not apparent.
d. At the top of the 98th page of the manuscript [page 335, line 16 of the Viking
text], Steinbeck has written the word "halfway:' indicating just how tight was
his control over his material.
e. On page 52 of the manuscript, at the end of Chapter 11, Steinbeck has written,
"End of Book 1."
f. At the end of the chapter numbered "Chap. 8" in the manuscript [Chapter 20
of the Viking edition], Steinbeck has noted, with some apparent relief, "End
Chapter 8 long son of a bitch too:'
g. The single word "End", with a one-and-a-quarter-inch initial letter, appears at
the conclusion of the text on page 165 of the manuscript.
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Comic Vision in
The Grapes of Wrath

John H. Timmerman

S

TEINBECK didn't so much attend Stanford University as wage

warfare upon it. " I don't like Stanford a nd never did," h e wrote A.
Grove Day in December, 1929. "Prigs they are and pretenders."' Yet Stanford Unive rsity's stude nt literary journa l did publish two of Ste inbeck's
first short stories: "Fingers of Cloud: A Satire on College Prote rvity" in
the February, 1924, Sta11[ord Spectator, and "Adventures in Arcademy: A
Journey into the Ridiculous" in the June, 1924, Sta11[ord Spectator.
The te nor of the Sta11[ord Spectator of the 1920s was the same as that of
typical student publications: bold, brash, and arrogant. To a certain
extent, a ll three adjectives a lso apply to Steinbeck's contribution,
" Fingers of Cloud." Ostensibly the story of a beleaguered and slightl y
retarded orphan girl named Gertie, who chases a dream into the mountains a nd who returns from the mountaintop to a ro ugh-and-tumble
migrant camp where she almost literally fa lls into marriage w ith the
leader, the sto ry is also shot through with doglegs and dead e nds as Steinbeck's peripatetic imagination wa nders away from the essential plot.
Along these d etours into satire, Steinbeck blasts away at Stanford like an
artillery gu nne r. That commingling of hard-eyed realis m and satiric
asides is at once the promise and the prob lem of this early story. One
observes the ge nius- the me morable de pictions of the migra nt camp that
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testify to his ability to recreate vivid scenes from experience, the fascinating picture of Gertie, and the sense of a story wanting to break through.
The problems lie in the author's almost gladiatorial wrestling with a plot
that seems to want to move freely in several directions at once. Is it a story
about Gertie? Or about migrants? Simply a wild fantasy? Or a Stanfordinspired satire propelled by high-octane symbolism?
Fingers of Cloud:' a kind of narrative tightwire stretched between the
author's contrary pulls toward a story about a humble people and his
penchant for angry satire, is related to the telling of The Grapes of Wrath 14
years later. Then, too, Steinbeck found himself artistically poised
between the story of a humble, migrant people and fierce anger at the
oppressive powers afflicting these people. It is no surprise to one who
traces the history of Steinbeck's work from the Stanford days on, that one
effort at telling the migrant story was the vitriolic eruption of L' Affaire
Lettuceberg. In Steinbeck's own words, 1 wanted to put a tag of shame
on the greedy bastards who are responsible for this:' (SLL, p. 162) It was
Fingers of Cloud" all over again.
The truly surprising thing about the descendant of L'Affaire
Lettuceberg'' is that Steinbeck retained the memorable depiction of the
migrants but also managed to transform his acidic wit into the warmth of
humor, thereby bringing the migrants themselves to a full and rich life.
Steinbeck's career may be detailed by its patterns of wit and humor.
The biting force of satire, so prevalent in his earliest work, never
disappeared altogether. It seeps into the Cannery Row novels, sometimes like a small stream, at other times like waves crashing upon the
shores of civilization. It is there in The Wayward Bus, perhaps even in The
Winter of Our Discontent.
But is this use of humor in The Grapes of Wrath? And, if so, to what artistic
or thematic purpose? Having forsaken the vitriol of L'Affaire
Lettuceberg," did he pursue only the grim tragedy of the migrant lives, or
did he also retain the humor inherent in their lives to afford the richest
possible artistic portrait of them? I will argue that Steinbeck did indeed
use humor for deliberate artistic purposes in The Grapes of Wrath in order
to capture the fullest possible portrait of the migrant lives, to mitigate the
tragic tenor of their story, and to create a force of dignity for them.
The fact of the matter is that Steinbeck did not have to search long or
hard to find evidence of humor in the migrants. Central to this revelation
are the reports of Tom Collins from the Kern Migrants Camp to his supervisor, Irving Wood. The reports testify that, although the migrants may
have lost material possessions, dignity, and even nope, they had not lost
their sense of humor.
Tom Collins and John Steinbeck had a close relationship for several
years, with contact ending after Steinbeck's divorce from Carol. Not only
was Tom Collins a spiritual kin to Steinbeck in their mutual outrage at the
11
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migrant plight, not only did he provide the model for Jim Rawley,
manager of the Weedpatch Camp in The Grapes of Wrath, but he also
served as a storehouse of information. Collins guided Steinbeck about
the migrant camps for a first-hand experience of them. Furthermore,
Collins furnished specific details from his weekly reports for Steinbeck's
perusal. 2
Tom Collins's reports, which remain the one important unpublished
background document for The Grapes of Wrath, provide striking insight to
the migrants' lives. For one so busy with daily demands of administering
a busy camp, Collins wrote remarkably well-ordered and detailed
reports. They provide important documentary evidence of the migrants'
movements in California, their illnesses, their efforts to find work, and
their personal hopes and dreams. Furthermore, the reports provide
statistical evidence of labor conditions at the time. Discontented with
simple, quantifiable data about the migrants's conditions, however,
Collins added to his reports detailed accounts of personal events, thereby
capturing the spirit-the hopes, dreams, losses, and challenges-of these
people. Such portraits also convincingly capture the resilient sense of
humor of the people. The remarkable thing is that several of these
portraits, including the humorous sketches, enter The Grapes of Wrath
almost directly.
Humor is apparent in Collins's keen ability to assess the power of religion in those lives. The report for the week ending January 25, 1936, for
example, shows a satiric bite in categorizing, under the heading "Health
and Medications;' the different religious factions of the migrants, and the
implications of their religious life for their physical and mental wellbeing. After attending a number of religious services, Collins found that:
(1)

(2)

When the singing is "Peppy," the voices of the prayers
lusty, the harmony outrageous, clapping of hands in
keeping with the tunes, and the services lasting from a
half hour to hours ... all were well physically and (of
course) spiritually. We had nothing to fear from this
group.
When the singing is a droll, the voices low and gradually
ascending to a long whine, the tent flaps down, and the
services intermittent ... some one was quite ill.... On a
still night, this class of service sounds very much like a
dog on a distant hill baying a mournful ritual at the full
moon. 3

The importance of Collins's observations lies not alone in their wit but
also in the direct relationship he observes between the religious action of
the people and their physical and spiritual well-being, a connection
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which he traces throughout.
The following week disclosed another example of such family affairs,
significant in its revelation of the increasingly matriarchal hierarchy
among the migrants. Collins reflects on a marriage:
Reversing the usual migrant system whereby the man is the
master of the house, the bride rules the roost. She can be
heard every evening after the boy's return from work, laying
down the law. On one occasion we saw her sitting down
giving him orders on proper dish washing and later, instructions regarding sweeping out the tent and doing the family
wash. He grunted a lot but went about the tasks as" ordered:'
Maybe a new day has dawned for the migrant woman, eh?
Qune 13, p. 5)
The incident lends historical credibility to the indomitable matron Ma

Joad, particularly when Ma takes charge of the disintegrating family.
Among significant revelations in Tom Collins's reports from Kern
County and their effect upon The Grapes of Wrath are events showing the
community pride of the migrants. These people were defeated but not
destroyed. Their pride in modest achievements was genuine. The construction of tent platforms at the Alexanders Squatters Camp, for
example, was a community project worked on in the hours before or after
work. Collins observes: "We believe this one particular project demonstrates most convincingly just how far we have developed the community life and spirit of this camp. The campers take the greatest pride in
the camp. They are proud to tell outsiders they are living here" (February
8, p. 7). A second incident was the construction of a community center,
which provided the pattern for Steinbeck's dance scene in Chapters 23
and 24 of The Grapes of Wrath In both instances, the collective power of a
community-the family of man-and the migrants' hunger for pleasure
are revealed. Collins describes the work at Kern County: "We continue to
progress in our efforts to develop the idea of the 'good neighbor: The
camp is kept spotless at all times. The community center grows in
popularity daily:' (February 8, p. 8) The effect, in the words of one of
Collins's migrants, is that"'Nowi kin go any place I wantsterwuk, and if
he dont pay rite I kin tell him 'nufin doin' and go sum place else. At this
govmnt camp I is a free citizn.'" (February 8, p. 10) In another instance,
"One of the women who had just installed one of the new tent platforms
for herself and family must have gone into ecstasy over her good fortune.
The husband told us: 'yer shuld haf seed the ole lady when she got the
new deck. She did a jig on it. Fust time I seed her danse sinse we be marrd.
Yes sir she was sur tickld. Did her mo good than two doses medcin.' "
(February 8, p. 21)

136

That high-spirited community involvement is apparent in The Grapes of
Wrath also and charges Steinbeck's theme of the family of man. Pleasure is
restorative and unifying. In Chapter 23, Steinbeck writes: "The migrant
people, scuttling for work, scrabbling to live, looked always for pleasure,
dug for pleasure, manufactured pleasure, and they were hungry for
amusement." 4 Foilowing this chapter is the account of the dance at the
Weed patch community center. The general effect of the community spirit
at the camp is summarized by Ma Joad, almost an echo of Collins's
migrant: "Why, I feel like people again:' (p. 420)
Related to these appreciations of pleasure chronicled by Collins is his
revelation of migrant humor, which also has a counterpart in The Grapes of
Wrath. Appended to his reports under the heading "Bits of Migrant
Wisdom," Collins recounts reminders of the humanity and enduring
spirit of his charges. Such examples provide evidence of resilience, a
willingness to see life through a sense of humor rather than a broken
spirit, and a deep sense of independence. These samples of migrant
wisdom range across political reflections, the working situation, and the
imminent threat of personal tragedy. Each provides insight into the
migrants' lives:
We tries ter mak bof ends meet but aint bin sessful caus they
brakes in the middl. The 'pression aint begun to git startd yit.
(January 25, p. 8)
Some instances often rate several pages of Collins's weekly narration, as
in a detailed scene from the June 13, 1936, report where speculation on a
broken romance gives rise to discussion of the temptation of Eve in
Genesis, revealing quick wit and willingness to resolve differences by a
kind of backwoods religious sophistry.
Trenchant observations on class distinctions appear. A lengthy
powwow with landowners is summarized by one migrant's remark:
"Them that has don't want us who aint to have:' (February 8, p. 20)
Another migrant offers: "We aint looking fer no relief. I jest wish we kin
get wuk:' (February 8, p. 5) And there is considerable poking of fun at
themselves:
I thinks frum the Iangage sum of them air fellas used in the
santary unit they take a baf ter kleen emselfs.
Dunno why they calls it progress ministration. I aint made
no progress any time I bin ter see em.
No wuk til May. I wuks ter eat. When I don't wuks I eats
anyhoo. But when I kaint wuk and kaint eat whats I gonna do?
A people who can laugh at themselves, Collins's reports demonstrate, are
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a whole people. This is the testimony of humor. In The Grapes of Wrath
Steinbeck demonstrates that deep, spiritual wellspring in the migrants,
which surfaces at times in humor in the novel and which undergirds them
as a people.
Steinbeck's fundamental theme in The Grapes of Wrath was already
established in his reports for The San Francisco News, published in seven
installments from October 5-12,1936. In each of these installments Steinbeck sounds his theme: the worst human tragedy is to be stripped of dignity. Oppression separates, isolates, and defeats individuals. Dignity, on
the other hand, affirms an individual's self worth and sense of place in a
community. Steinbeck writes:
In this series the word dignity'' has been used several times.
II

It has been used not as some attitude of self-importance, but

simply as a register of a man's responsibility to the community. A man herded about, surrounded by armed guards,
starved and forced to live in filth loses his dignity; that is, he
loses his valid position in regard to society; and consequently
his whole ethics toward society....
We regard this destruction of dignity, then, as one of the
most regrettable results of the migranrs life, since it does
reduce his responsibility and does make him a sullen outcast
who will strike at our Government in any way that occurs to
him. 5

The Grapes of Wrath posits several alternatives for restoring dignity: the
"spirit of man" espoused by Casy, the organized force adopted by Tom
Joad, the self-sacrifice exemplified by Rose of Sharon, the family of man
decreed by Ma Joad. But a subtle thread of humor also works through the
novel and establishes the resiliency of a people who refuse to let dignity
die.
The first pattern of such humor may be termed situational, since it
reveals the spirit of characters in their everyday situations. It may be typified most readily by those old warriors Granma and Grampa Joad. Their
spirits are as irrepressible as they are ornery. Granma's battle cry, Puraise Gawd fur vittory!" echoes through the book long after her
demise. 6
Indeed, these two are the eminently comic characters in the rapidly
changing situation of the Joad pilgrimage. To be sure, their deaths are
tragic, but they are tragic precisely because they are two such vital characters. From the start, they are at once laughable and laughing. Grampa has
"a cantankerous, complaining, mischievous, laughing face:' (p. 105) His
constant fumbling with his underwear buttons, and his asseveration that
"I'll go aroun' a-hangin' out if I wanta" once he gets to California, provide
11
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an endearing comic touch. In the same way, G ranma' s falling asleep in the
gas station toilet provides a light scene in a miserable journey.
Granma grinned. "It's nice in there:' she said. "They got a
patent toilet in there an' the water comes down. I like it in
there:' she said contentedly. "Would of took a good nap if I
wasn't woke up:'
..It ain't a nice place to sleep:' said Rose of Sharon, and she
helped Granma into the car. Granma settled herself happily.
1/Maybe it ain't nice for purty, but it's nice for nice:' she said.
(p. 178)
When a culturally naive people experience the complexities of a new
and strange world, their reactions might well be panic or dismay. A
redeeming quality of the Joads lies in their ability to laugh at themselves
in confrontation with new situations. The Weedpatch Camp offers them
restoration and solace but also the complexities of modern civilization
represented by the flush toilets. Steinbeck adroitly spins out the varying
responses to this marvelous mystery, from Rose of Sharon who demurely
watches until she sees someone else go through the proper actions to
Winfield and Ruthie who hazard the terrible attempt without prior
experience. Even Ma Joad endures the slapstick by inadvertently
entering the men's lavatory. The lavatories provide a personal challenge
to each family member. While Pa has to wash the children, Ma calling to
"scrounge aroun' good in their ears," Uncle John sits on the john and
reflects on his sins.
Nor does Uncle John's monumental drunk at the first squatter's camp
escape a lighter touch in the narration. While Ruthie and Winfield playact a hilarious drunken spree-"They ran to the willows, and once
concealed, they shrieked with laughter. Ruthie crossed her eyes and
loosened her joints; she staggered about, tripping loosely, with her
tongue hanging out'' (p. 369)-Uncle John sucks down his pints, a scene
finished off by Tom's merciful blow to his chin. As in a scene from a comic
film, Tom carefully measures off the blow, then lets it fly.
Such touches of humor continually mitigate the anger of the novel,
making it a story about a people rather than a political tract. In the same
way, for example, Al's randy lust is natural for a boy his age and provides
humorous diversion as he seeks out any young girl's availability. But the
lust also indicates an undefeated life force throughout the story, as does
his love for Aggie Wainwright that grows in the miserable conditions of
the California floods.
While Steinbeck carefully arranges situational humor for a three-fold
artistic purpose-to show the humanity of his oppressed characters, to
reveal their enduring life force, and to offset the anger of his work-he
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also provides his characters a lively sense of wit. Witty asides sparkle
throughout his text, just as they enliven the Collins reports.
When Tom meets Casy on the way back from McAlester prison, they
engage in a detailed elaboration of Tom's homecoming, Casy comparing
it to Jesus's parable of the prodigal son. Referring to Pa Joad, Casy
suggests that "Maybe Tom'll kill the fatted calf like for the prodigal in
Scripture;' to which Tom responds: "You don't know Pa. If he kills a
chicken most of the squawkin' will come from Pa, not the chicken. He
don't never learn. He's always savin' a pig for Christmas and then it dies
in September of bloat or somepin so you can't eat it:' (p. 41) The wit, like
that of the migrants in Tom Collins's reports, increasingly serves to set in
order the threats to the family. Recalling how he learned to write at
McAlester, Tom reflects on Pa Joad's mistrust of writing: "Pa's gonna be
mad when he sees me do that. He don't like no fancy stuff like that. He
don't even like the word writin'. Kinda scares 'em, I guess. Ever' time Pa
seen writin', somebody took somepin away from 'im:' (pp. 73-74)
Ma Joad' s observation that "We don't joke no more" is poignant, for the
migrants are a joking people. These jokes are the third form of humor that
Steinbeck uses. The most famous of the jokes is perhaps Tom's elaborate
tale about Willy Feeley's heifer in Chapter 8. The effect of Tom's joke is
immediate upon Jim Casy; it makes him feel human for the first time in
years: "The preacher laughed softly. 'You know; he said, 'it's a nice thing
not bein' a precher no more. Nobody use' ta tell stories when I was there,
or if they did I couldn' laugh. An' I couldn' cuss. Now I cuss all I want, any
time I want, an' it does a fella good to cuss if he wants to:' (p. 94)
Another heifer joke enters intercalary Chapter 15, the crucial turning
chapter of the book which places the migrants on a decisive pivot
between the old ways and new. In the truck-stop diner, the following joke
is overheard by the narrator: "Oh, this ain't bad. Little kid comes in late to
school. Teacher says, 'Why ya late?' Kid says, 'Had a take a heifer downget'er bred: Teacher says, 'Couldn't your ol' man do it?' Kid says, 'Sure he
could, but not as good as the bull: " (p. 214)
Ma Joad's lament late in the story that "We don't joke no more" is a
telling indication of the loss of dignity and the battered spirit of the
migrants. They have wrested wit and humor out of the deep well of the
spirit, and, ironically, the driving winter rains of California are to be the
most bitter test of that spirit. The absence of humor in the concluding
chapters is as much a thematic statement as the narration of events
itself.
Through humor, human nature is revealed. A people that can laugh is
a whole people; those that can laugh at themselves are a healthy people.
Faced with denial and despair, the migrants cling to humor like life itself.
After the Weedpatch dance, Steinbeck observes: "The migrant people
looked humbly for pleasure on the roads." (p. 451) Indeed they did.
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As noted, Steinbeck's use of humor serves clear artistic purposes in the
novel-to reveal the humanity of his oppressed characters, to reveal their
enduring life force, and to offset the anger of his work. More than these
purposes, however, as Tom Collins's reports also amply testify, humor
was a part of the historical and spiritual reality of these brutalized,
oppressed people. The comic was like the singing of a life force that
refused to be defeated, and it provides continuous harmony in the intricate thematic pattern that Steinbeck wove.

Notes
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John Steinbeck, Steinbeck: A Life in Letters, ed. Robert Wallsten and Elaine
Steinbeck (New York: The Viking Press, 1975), p. 20. Further quotations will be
cited parenthetically with the abbreviation SLL
2
In The True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer (New York: The Viking Press,
1984), Jackson J. Benson describes the Tom Collins-John Steinbeck relationship
in some detail (see pp. 338-46). Benson points out a number of direct influences
of Collins's reports upon The Grapes of Wrath, including character prototypes from
real life. See also Benson's "Background of The Grapes of Wrath;' Journal of Modern
Literature, 5 (April, 1976), pp. 194-216. Steinbeck himself acknowledged his debt
to Collins in his journal kept while working on The Grapes of Wrath: "Letter from
Tom with vital information to be used later. He is so good. I need this stuff"
(Working Days: The Journals of"The Grapes of Wrath," ed. Robert DeMott, New York:
Viking Press, 1989, p. 33).
3
Quotations from the Collins reports are cited parenthetically by the report
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4
John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath. (New York: The Viking Press, 1939),
p. 444. Further quotations will be cited parenthetically.
s John Steinbeck, The Harvest Gypsies: On the Road to "Grapes of Wrath"
(Berkeley, CA: Heyday Books, 1988), p. 39.
6
According to Jackson Benson, "Granma's ancient creaking bleat in the first
part of the book, 'Pu-raise Gawd fur Vittory! Pu-raise Gawd fur Vittory!' when she
hears of Tom Joad's return home from prison, is taken exactly from Collins's
report of the favorite expression of a woman that he employed as his
housekeeper. This woman, called the 'Holy One' by Collins, appears to be the
model for the woman in the novel who causes so much grief to others through the
religious fanaticism." (p. 344)
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